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ABSTRACT 
South Asian Americans’ Identity Journeys to Becoming Critically Conscious Educators  
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
Radhika Khandelwal 
 
Typical identity stereotypes for South Asian Americans, such as the model minority myth, do not 
convincingly support a trajectory into K–12 education, as South Asian Americans are not readily 
seen as agents for social change. This qualitative study explored how South Asian American 
educators’ understanding of their ethnic and racial identity interplayed with their practice as 
critically conscious educators for social justice. Eleven participants who self-identified as social-
justice-oriented were interviewed to share their experiences as South Asian American educators. 
Their responses revealed South Asian American educators develop their ethnic identity 
consciousness in complex ways, demonstrating self-awareness and subsequently draw upon their 
ethnic attachment and racialized experiences to perform as critically conscious educators, 
developing strong relationships with students from marginalized backgrounds and advancing 
equity in their schools. The participants’ positionalities reveal that South Asian Americans have 
tremendous potential as educators for social justice in education. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION  
It is often that in any given education space, I look across a sea of educators and very 
rarely come across one that suggests an ethnic identity connection. I have spent my career 
speculating why I can name only a smattering of South Asian American peers in primary and 
secondary education and fewer with the purpose to teach for social justice. Could it be because 
the history of education in America goes further back than the history of South Asian immigrants 
to this country, thus education being a career path that is still relatively unknown to South 
Asians? Could it be perhaps that education is not seen as a prestigious career path, especially in 
comparison to careers in law, medicine, engineering, and business? While I don’t have a 
definitive answer to my question, I am aware that the sparse South Asian American 
representation in teaching had positioned me, fairly or unfairly, to consistently defend my 
decision to teach within my own community, and to consistently promote and defend my 
ethnicity in educational settings.  
In the roles of spokesperson and representor for all things South Asian, I learned that my 
colleagues, students, and families had some ideas of what it meant to be South Asian American. 
For many of my peers of color, I learned, South Asian Americans are not typically visible allies 
in fights for equity and inclusion. In social justice circles within education, I am often one of 
only a handful of educators of South Asian descent. For many of my colleagues who identify as 
White, I represent a group that is hardworking, academically successful, with strong family 
values. I remember a conversation with a colleague who shared that he believed “the Indian kids 
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are the smart ones,” and that our families “know how to parent, unlike those in other cultures” 
(B. Maring, personal communication, January 2015).  
This colleague predictably used the model minority stereotype as a framework for his 
analysis of Indian Americans, a stereotype that encourages a homogenous view of Asian 
Americans as culturally assimilated to White American norms to a point where they surpass even 
White American economic and academic averages. The model minority stereotype defines the 
acceptable range of behaviors, political positionality, and career choices of Asian Americans, 
amongst other things.  
Yet, according to this stereotype, I, a South Asian feminist, anti-racist, critical academic 
and educator am an anomaly not only in mainstream society, but also within my own ethnic 
community. Why and how, then, did I and the small but real number of South Asian American 
educators come into this field? And how do we manage to maintain a sense of our ethnic identity 
while also committing to lead for social justice? What journey through South Asian identity 
development, rooted in a social, political, and historical context, is worth exploring that accounts 
for this career choice that can serve as a more complex and accurate explanation compared to the 
hackneyed trope of the model minority? These questions propel me to study the relationship 
between South Asian American identity and motivations to teach as a critically conscious 
educator in primary and secondary schools.  
Definitions of Key Terms 
The definitions of key terms for this study are necessary to lay out at the onset because 
they are used immediately from the beginning. Additionally, a definition of the major identity 
labels as rooted in geography and history is a prerequisite to understanding the problem and the 
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research question. Some of the terms used in this study do not hold a standard definition. In fact, 
the definition of some terms, such as South Asian American, are frequently updated and revised 
as geopolitical events transpire. The terms also carry an ethnic definition as well as a racialized 
definition. These nuances will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2. Nonetheless, for the 
purpose of this study, the following definitions were assumed:  
Asian American: A panethnic group consisting of people whose ancestral origins can be 
traced back to countries in East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. Major subethnicities under 
the Asian American umbrella include Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Filipino, Indian, 
and Pakistani (Iyer, 2015).  
Critical consciousness: A term brought to light by Paolo Freire to mean a way in which 
individuals are awakened to perceiving social, political, and economic contradictions and 
oppressions in their lives, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality (Freire, 
1970).  
Model Minority: A term coined to refer to Asian Americans as a racial minority group 
that is successful academically and economically because of cultural values that are supposedly 
superior or more desirable when compared to cultural values of other minority groups (Lee, 
2009).  
South Asian American: A panethnic group consisting of people whose ancestral origins 
can be traced back to countries in South Asia, which for the purposes of this study include India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka (Iyer, 2015). 
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Background 
In order to distinguish South Asian Americans as a specific ethnic group from the broader 
category of “Asian American,” it is helpful to utilize statistics that can contextualize South 
Asians in America. The point of sharing these statistics is to illuminate the nuance and 
complexity that make up the South Asian American experience and actually serves to remind us 
to examine statistics with a more critical lens when making broad claims about who South Asian 
Americans are and what they can and cannot do.  
Statistics of South Asian Americans by Race/Ethnicity  
On the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2010 Survey, 17.3 million individuals identified as Asian 
alone or Asian in combination with one or more races, comprising 5.6% of the total U.S. 
population (Humes et al., 2011). As of this writing, Asian Americans are the fastest growing 
ethnic or racial group in the country. In 1980, the Census introduced the “Asian Indian” 
category, presumably for individuals identifying their ancestry as Indian (from India). However, 
an “Asian other” category provides an option for those who may identify as Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi, Nepalese, Bhutanese, Sri Lankan, etc. In the 2010 survey, approximately 22% of 
the Asian population identified as Asian Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nepalese, Bhutanese, or 
Sri Lankan either alone or in combination with one more races (Humes et al., 2011). Data from 
the 2015 American Community Survey showed an increase in the percentage of South Asians to 
24% of the Asian population (López et al., 2017). Based on these trends, it is projected that the 
population of South Asians will be reported as even higher on the 2020 census.  
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Statistics of South Asian Americans by Educational Attainment and Income 
Data on education and household income for South Asian Americans at first glance, 
suggests considerable financial security and educational attainment. In 2015, 72% of Indian 
Americans held a bachelors’ degree or higher, and the median household income for Indian 
Americans surpassed all ethnic groups at $100,000 (Bhattacharjee, 2018; López et al., 2017). 
However, the data for Indian Americans when compared to other South Asian American 
subgroups, suggested that Indian Americans far surpassed their ethnic peers in these categories. 
The Pakistani American median household income was around $65,000 while the Bangladeshi 
American median household income was reported well below the median, at $49,800 (López et 
al., 2017).  
The statistics on Asian Indians are often cited to paint the picture of a minority ethnic 
group that is thriving economically and educationally. However, a few important distinctions 
help us understand how these numbers can lead to misleading conclusions. First, Asian Indians 
are one subethnic group in the larger Asian American category. Second, as of 2018, 23% of 
South Asian Americans lived in multigenerational households, compared to 16% of White 
Americans (Cohn & Passel, 2018). Income may be provided by multiple members of a 
household and similarly may be distributed to serve multiple members of a household. 
Additionally, 13% of undocumented individuals in America are Asian, with Asian Indians 
comprising the majority of unauthorized workers in the Asian American group (López et al., 
2017). It is also important to consider the statistics in a historical-temporal dimension. There is 
an income disparity for Indian Americans whose families have established legacies and ancestry 
(in other words, who are second- and third-generation) and whose parents and grandparents 
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arrived immediately following the 1965 Immigration Act compared to Indian Americans who 
arrived post 1980s, in that immigrants arriving soon after the 1965 Immigration Act tended to 
secure higher paying and higher status jobs than immigrants arriving around or after the 1980s 
(Ghosh, 2015). Additionally, Indian Americans who arrive to the U.S. on H1-B Visas add to 
median income statistics but are not necessarily US citizens or green card holders and may only 
stay in the U.S. for a finite period of time. These statistics are important to consider in order to 
paint a more accurate picture of the diversity across socioeconomic status and immigration status 
amongst South Asian Americans, and their implications will be explained in more detail in 
Chapter 2.  
The Dominant Identity Stereotype of South Asian Americans and its Implications 
The history of South Asians in America is long and layered, and yet obfuscated in the 
larger narrative of Asian Americans. Over the decades, they have been everything from the 
“ambiguous other” to the “dusky peril,” to the “model minority” (Prashad, 2012). Each of these 
identity labels reinforces White supremacist thought patterns that perpetuate a colonial 
framework: they are labels that are created to advance a larger social and political agenda of the 
time in which Whiteness remains privileged, they are imposed upon South Asians without their 
agency, they mute South Asian voices and perspectives, and they are used as part of a “divide 
and conquer” strategy to prevent South Asian Americans from forming solidarity movements 
with other racial groups.  
While I explore the implications of being labeled as the “ambiguous other” who may 
sometime be seen as “more Black” or “more White,” and socio-politically vilifying identity 
labels such as “religious extremist” or “terrorist,” a considerable portion of the literature review 
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is dedicated to exploring a particular label in closer detail: the “model minority.” A deep analysis 
of this moniker reveals it to be a multi-faceted label that at times invokes the South Asian as an 
unassimilable foreigner, and at times a product, tool, and ally of white privilege. This stereotype 
is also most prevalent in the U.S. educational system when discussing Asian Americans more 
broadly (Kawai, 2005; Lee, 2009; Museus & Kang, 2009). It is a stereotype that severely limits 
our ability to see Asian Americans as social justice-oriented individuals poised to succeed as 
critical educators of color in educational spaces.  
The Model Minority Myth.  
The “model minority” stereotype became mainstream in the mid-1960s when a series of 
American journalists claimed that Asian Americans enjoyed academic and economic success in 
this country due to their hard work ethic, strong family values, and unwillingness to complain 
about false disadvantages (Brand, 1987; Petersen, 1966; U.S. News and World Report, 1966). 
While the initial stereotype was a label for East Asians (the Japanese and Chinese, specifically), 
the myth bears for South Asians as well, having been used explicitly as recently as 2009, when 
Forbes Magazine heralded South Asians as “the new model minority” (Richwine, 2009) on the 
heels of a series of successes in spelling bee competitions.  
By critical scholars’ analysis, stereotyping Asian Americans as model minorities was a 
conscious effort to curtail the civil rights movement as led by Black leaders and create a 
hierarchy of racial privilege in which Asian Americans are superior to Black and Latino people 
(Lee & Zhou, 2015; Prashad, 2012; Wu, 2015). Scholars have pointed out that the supposedly 
unique character traits conservatives attribute to the success of Asian Americans cannot be given 
as much credence as the structures and systems that allow Asian Americans to achieve economic 
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and academic success, such as immigration privileges, financial sanctions, legal protections and 
pardons (Lee, 2009; Lee & Zhou, 2015). The structuralist argument considers structural privilege 
as a formidable variable in the achievement of Asian Americans.  
The culturalist argument, that there are inherent qualities in Asian/Asian American 
culture that leads to their success, is temptingly convincing in an educational setting. Studies in 
confirmation bias and stereotype boost suggest it is difficult to determine causation for Asian 
American achievement when Asian American students are seen favorably by teachers, are 
believed to be able to succeed in rigorous academic fields, and are believed to consistently 
produce quality work (Armenta, 2010; Shih et al., 2015). Are educators simply expecting what 
they believe is inherent in Asian Americans, or do their high expectations aid in yielding high 
results? This stereotype also leads to the inability to see Asian Americans students with 
dispositions that deviate from the meekly compliant, academically-inclined individual, and 
places them at a disadvantage when they attempt to enter spheres where they are assumed to not 
excel, such as leadership, sports, or the arts (Dhingra, 2018; Tran & Birman, 2010).  
While the stereotype has in recent time borne much justified social, psychological, and 
political critique resulting in many in the field labeling the stereotype as the “model minority 
myth,” South Asian Americans are still in a nascent phase of critically analyzing our own journey 
and relationship to this myth. South Asian Americans are victims of the racial hierarchy as 
perpetuated by the model minority myth, but also benefit from the hierarchy and can also 
perpetuate oppression through the hierarchy (Prashad, 2012; Shankar & Srikanth, 1998). This is  
further explored in Chapter 2.  
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Seeing South Asian American Identity through a Critical Consciousness Lens  
While it is undeniable that the model minority myth has been internalized by many in the 
South Asian American community, it is also true that the questions posed by scholars to South 
Asian American participants have seldom allowed for alternative visions and positions of self or 
explanation or behavior to be understood. Nonetheless, a small but significant body of work in 
sociology has examined the development of South Asian American identity more broadly, laying 
the state for educational researchers to pursue a more critical inquiry into South Asian American 
educators’ identities.  
In “What is Indian About You?” postcolonial feminist scholar Monisha Das Gupta 
offered a gendered and generational understanding of South Asian American identity (1997). 
The participants in her study recalled painful memories of experiencing racial intolerance, 
cultural isolation, and a reconfiguration of patriarchal systems by their parents, leading Das 
Gupta to believe “the first generation, in self-consciously distinguishing themselves from what 
they perceived to be American, were in the process of inventing what they understood to be 
appropriately Indian: (p. 580). The South Asian beneficiaries of the 1965 Immigration Act 
created their version of “authentic” Indian identity, reifying Vedic and Victorian (British 
colonial) concepts of propriety as an attempt to shield themselves from foreign American codes 
of conduct that seemed corrupt. Similarly, in her chapter “Racial Boundaries and Ethnic Binds,” 
Bandana Purkayastha (2005) described how her participants’ interactions with dominant cultures 
(White communities) in mainstream institutions, particularly in public school settings, 
heightened their awareness of self as other, different, inferior. Caught between the racial binary 
of Black and White, recognizing that they were not quite either, but often moved along the scale 
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to fit the needs of a dominant White narrative on race and mobility, they felt that the construction 
of their ethnic identity was bound to the racialized depiction of their identity by an ideology 
beyond their control. The work they had done to reclaim a definition of their ethnic identity has 
been within the boundaries created by race in America.  
Thus, it was the experience of many 1.5 and second generation South Asian Americans to 
work through reified South Asian identity as created by their parents’ generation and by White 
dominant forces and develop ways of being that spoke of a new understanding of their racial and 
ethnic identity. The awareness of the ways in which identity is shaped by dominant forces and 
the willingness to take action to counter these narratives are central components of developing 
critical consciousness. Research which examined developing critical consciousness in South 
Asian Americans is explored in Chapter 2.  
Critically Conscious Educators of Color  
Much attention has been given to the increasingly racially diverse student body and the 
implications of a teacher workforce that does not match this diversity (Cherng & Halpin, 2016; 
Haddix, 2017; Ingersoll et al., 2019). The reasons for investing in policy and strategies to 
increase the representation of educators of color in schools are strikingly convincing at first 
glance. Students tend to have more favorable perceptions of teachers of color’ ability to captivate 
their attention, consolidate information, organize content, explain ideas clearly, and provide 
useful feedback as compared to White teachers (Cherng & Halpin, 2016). Teachers of color tend 
to have more positive perceptions and higher expectations of their students, especially students 
of color (Childs, 2019), make culturally relevant connections between students’ lived 
experiences and the school curriculum (Warikoo, 2004), and tend to have a heightened 
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awareness of structural inequities that pervade the school system, such as “hidden curriculum” 
(Durden et al., 2014) that promote Eurocentric views and attitudes, and overt and covert racist 
attitudes and behaviors from colleagues and students (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018). Because of 
teachers of color’ lived experiences as students of color, it is plausible that they enter educational 
spaces with a critical awareness of the needs of their students.  
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics, in 2015-16, approximately 
2% of the teachers in K–12 public education and 2% of the teachers in K–12 private education 
identified as Asian, compared to roughly 80% of teachers who identified as White in both sectors 
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018b, Table 209.10). For the same school year, 
approximately 5% of the student body in K–12 identified as Asian/Asian American, and 
projections suggest that number has increased to approximately 5.7% today (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2018a, Table 203.50). However, it is estimated that the current percentage 
of Asian American educators still hovers around 2% of the workforce, suggesting that Asian 
American teachers have become increasingly underrepresented compared to their ethnically 
matched students. National statistics have not broken down Asian American educators by 
subethnicity, so it is unclear how many K–12 public and private school educators identify as 
South Asian.  
As we discuss the importance of educators of color in our school system, we must 
consider Asian American educators in this category. South Asian Americans, like other people of 
color, have unique cultural experiences and racialized experiences in schools that deserve to be 
unpacked and mitigated by educators who possess the cultural competency skills to counter 
negative stereotypes and assumptions about ability, dehumanizing curriculum, and so on. 
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However, it is not enough to simply be a South Asian American educator in a classroom to 
provide this kind of remedy to the (micro)aggressions to students. It is necessary for South Asian 
American educators to be critically conscious of their multiple identities in order to effectively 
serve students of color rather than perpetuate the norms of the oppressors in classroom spaces. 
What is required to be a critically conscious educator is further explored in Chapter 2.  
Statement of Problem 
The major identity tropes for South Asian Americans do not cleanly support a trajectory 
into K–12 education. As a perpetual foreigner or terrorist, they are deemed suspect to American 
values, and American schools are situated to transmit American cultural values such as 
patriotism, individualism, and a neoliberal capitalist ideology (Darder, 1991; Joshi, 2006). As a 
model minority, their preoccupation with upward mobility suggests they would enter more 
economically lucrative fields (Dhingra, 2018; Ghosh, 2015; Kibria, 2002). And because the 
dominant discussion on critical educators of color focuses on Black, Latinx and White educators, 
(South) Asian Americans are not readily seen as agents for social change (Chow, 2017; Lam, 
2015; Philip, 2014).  
The necessity to examine identity development through a critical consciousness lens is 
necessary if we are to attract, cultivate, and retain teachers of color who can teach and lead from 
a culturally responsive, social-justice oriented framework. Scholars of teacher pipelines have 
noted that it is not simply enough to be a teacher of color in a school system. If individuals have 
not examined their own position and conceptions of race and identity, and if educational 
institutions do not have systems in place to support the non-Eurocentric cultural wealth these 
educators bring into the classroom, both individual educators and schools may well serve to 
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reproduce and uphold hegemonic forces in curriculum, pedagogy, and relational interactions 
with students (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018; Darder, 1991; Philip, 2014). 
What research on South Asian Americans in education must explore more intentionally is 
how South Asian American students and educators make meaning of their race and ethnicity 
given the interplay of multiple influencing factors, including societal messaging, family input, 
immigration and generational status, geography, and social-historical-political context, to name 
just a few. This is necessary to propel us forward and away from a one-dimensional 
understanding of South Asian Americans through oppressive identity tropes such as the model 
minority stereotype, which severely limits our understanding of the motivations of critically 
conscious South Asian Americans who choose to teach and lead for social justice.  
Thus the problem as it relates to this study is that an explanation of what it means to be a 
critically conscious South Asian American, and specifically what it means to be a critically 
conscious South Asian American educator for social justice, is lacking not only in educational 
research but in the mainstream rhetoric about this ethnic group.  
Research Question 
This study explored the problem stated above by answering: How do South Asian American 
educators’ understanding of their ethnic and racial identity interplay with their practice as 
critically conscious educators?  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study was to understand how South Asian Americans developed their 
understanding of identity, what salient identity stereotypes they may internalize, reject, negotiate, 
  14 
or rework in this process, and how this identity development influenced and shaped their critical 
consciousness and their motivations for teaching and leading for social justice.  
Educators, particularly educators of color, hold tremendous power and responsibility as 
potential agents of social justice, shaping and influencing mindsets of young people (Ladson-
Billings, 1995, 1999). South Asian American educators hold just as much potential as other 
educators to teach for social justice. However, to be positioned as a social justice educator 
presupposes specific experiences and negotiations with identity, and for South Asian Americans 
in particular, identity stereotypes such as the model minority myth, if fully embraced, would 
prevent individuals from critically examining and questioning the various structures and systems 
that exacerbate inequities. To understand the negotiations critically conscious South Asian 
American educators make with the overwhelming and pervasive influence of such stereotypes 
may allow us to understand how to combat them and perhaps even develop an alternative 
narrative of South Asian Americans that allows for a more authentic and layered portrayal of 
them. 
Significance 
I have outlined four main areas of significance for this study. First, Asian Americans have 
often been researched in the aggregate, and research on individual ethnic groups are rare to come 
across. There has been very little representation of South Asian American educators as a 
standalone group in current educational research. The phenomenon of feeling invisible has often 
come up in accounts of Asian American students and teachers and many have called for a 
discourse on race in America to include Asian Americans in the Black and White spectrum (Lee, 
2009; Saran, 2007; Teranishi et al., 2009).  
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Second, and relatedly, this study has given a platform to South Asian American educators, 
who, by sharing the pivotal experiences that shaped their identity and their pathway to teaching, 
were inevitably reflecting upon their experiences as students and educators. It has been 
particularly important to document South Asian Americans’ unique experiences in educational 
settings as these are spaces in which many stereotypes and assumptions about ethnic groups are 
played out in implicit and explicit ways, impacting academic learning, social-emotional 
wellbeing, and future opportunities, reinforcing lifelong trajectories for people. In pre-service 
teacher training programs, units on cultural competence have not often made mention of Asian 
Americans (Endo, 2015). In a field that has already been structured by Whiteness, lack of 
scholarly discourse on Asian Americans is likely a result of unconscious biases in which one has 
assumed Asian American students do not need role models who looked like them, do not need 
educators who are versed in their cultural-isms, and do not need social, mental, or co-curricular 
support and services because they are doing well academically (Endo, 2015).  
Third, it is necessary to research the experiences of specific Asian American ethnic 
groups as one of the first steps to dismantling the model minority myth, which lumps all Asian 
Americans and their experiences into a monolithic category. The experiences of South Asian 
Americans are varied and rich; their ancestry traces back to multiple countries and they represent 
a variety of religions, languages, customs, and norms. While historical immigration patterns of 
South Asian Americans have paralleled that of other Asian Americans, there have been distinct 
socio-political differences in their current immigration status and their treatment in a post 9/11 
America. Amongst Asian Americans, South Asian Americans have been more likely to 
experience racial profiling and hate crimes due to the problematic linkage of them with terrorist 
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groups and extremist ideologies (Iyer, 2015). The reality is that while many cultural norms 
connect South Asian Americans to other Asian Americans, their experiences are distinct and 
unique, especially so in light of current global politics (Iyer, 2015). Thus, research that maps 
South Asian Americans’ unique experiences encourages us to move away from the model 
minority myth and allows us to serve South Asian Americans with the appropriate requisite 
knowledge and resources.  
Fourth, this study has assisted in breaking down some of the stereotypes of education that 
South Asian Americans have toward the profession by showcasing the motivations and 
positionality of critically conscious South Asian American educators. By asking South Asian 
American educators to share their motivations for teaching, the research has provided the South 
Asian community with concrete examples of the diversity of South Asian American identities 
and has broadened messaging to young South Asian Americans about their options for a career 
that is at the nexus of passion, purpose, and skill. This exploration is an important step for the 
South Asian American community to understand the prejudices and biases that may persist when 
they are analyzed by others, and prejudices and biases South Asian Americans may hold when 
they interact with other groups.  
In sum, the study has posited that by understanding how South Asian Americans came to 
understand their ethnic and racialized identities and what they claim constituted their ethnic 
identity, and relatedly understanding the experiences that led them to becoming critically 
conscious educators and leaders for social justice, we can broaden our understanding of South 
Asian Americans and reject our reliance on problematic identity stereotypes that only serve to 
uphold hegemonic racial and capitalist ideologies.  
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Theoretical Frameworks 
This study’s purpose, rationale, research question, and analysis were guided primarily by 
Critical Consciousness Theory (Freire, 1970) and were also tangentially influenced by 
Community Cultural Wealth Theory (Yosso, 2005), and Critical Race Theory in education 
(Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). The concept of critical consciousness as conceptualized by 
Paolo Freire (1970), bell hooks (1990, 1994), and Henry Giroux (1990) and community cultural 
wealth as conceptualized by Tara Yosso (2005) guided two central and intertwined assumptions 
in this study, which were that South Asian Americans’ critical understanding and loving embrace 
of their rich and complex cultural experiences enabled them to be critically conscious teachers 
who were integral to transforming education. In order to explore critical consciousness 
development through forms of cultural wealth in this study’s participants, I utilized the Point of 
Entry Model of Asian American Identity Consciousness Model as proposed by Accapadi (2012). 
The Point of Entry Model suggests that there may be multiple pathways to understanding what 
influences Asian American identity. Supported by major tenets of Critical Race Theory in 
education, the structure of the model is non-linear and offers an alternative to dominant 
narratives on identity development, and, rather, emphasizes identity consciousness, or 
participants’ own journeys to understanding themselves as racialized beings in the American 
racial discourse. Figure 1 shows the diagrams of the framework and identity model that were 
used to structure this study.  
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Figure 1: Critical consciousness theory and the point of entry model to Asian American consciousness. Adapted 
from Pedagogy of the Oppressed, by P. Freire, 1970, Bloomsbury, copyright 1970 by Bloomsbury; Teaching to 
Transgress, by b. hooks, 1994, Taylor & Francis, copyright 1994 by Taylor & Francis; Border Crossings: Cultural 
Workers and the Politics of Education, by H. Giroux, 1992, Routledge , copyright 1992 by; Routledge; and Asian 
“American Identity Consciousness: A Polycultural Model,” pp. 57-93, by M. M. Accapadi, 2012, In D. Ching, & A. 
Agbayani (Eds.), Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in Higher Education, NASPA-Student Affairs 
Administrators in Higher Education, copyright 2012 by NASPA-Student Affairs Administrators in Higher 
Education. 
 
Critical Consciousness Theory as a Broad Framework 
Critical consciousness was first conceptualized by Brazilian educator and activist Paolo 
Freire as conscientizaçāo, (conscientization), a phenomenon by which individuals “learn to 
perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive 
elements of reality (Freire, 1970, p. 35). This “learning” is essentially an active “becoming,” or 
coming into, a realization of the vast and deep ways in which oppressive systems and structures 
operate to create racial, gender, and class divides. While coming into consciousness is dynamic 
and fluid, once an individual develops consciousness, it cannot be taken away. In other words, 
Critical Consciousness: 
 
The development of an awareness of 
power contradictions and 
oppressions coupled with the act of 
challenging such oppressions  
 
(Freire, 1970, hooks, 1994, Giroux, 1995)  
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the realities cannot be “unseen,” and the individual begins to express their discontent over their 
situation. According to Freire, the development of critical consciousness has two components: 
reflection and action. The expression of discontent can be through reflection or through action, 
but both must happen in order for authentic conscientization to take hold. Sacrificing action 
results in the mere verbalizing of issues, rendering the conversation to remain theoretical. Acting 
without deep reflection results in surface activism, which may prevent actual progress from 
taking place, and prevents the individual from being able to critically articulate the why and how 
behind an act for transformation.  
In order for critical consciousness to emerge, a dynamic form of learning and teaching 
takes place that centers student voice and experience and encourages students and educators to 
pose questions that are relevant to their lived realities and seek answers through critical 
engagement, aptly termed “problem-posing” education (Freire, 1970). In contrast, the “banking” 
model of education assumes culturally deficient students to be passive recipients of a static body 
of knowledge that is held exclusively by adult gatekeepers of culture and power, and there is no 
room to engage in dialogue to exchange and generate knowledge together. In a banking model of 
education, there is an asymmetrical balance of power, and knowledge only serves to reproduce 
oppressive systems and structures, as students are denied the tools to challenge and change 
inequitable situations. If one is truly committed to liberation through education, Freire argued, 
one must completely reject the banking system of education and engage in problem-posing 
education.  
Similarly, bell hooks referred to the liberatory aspect of education as “critical awareness 
and engagement” (1994) and coined the term “engaged pedagogy” to refer to a transformative 
  20 
praxis in which education further advances “freedom” from authoritarian, dominant forces. In 
engaged pedagogy, educators enter community with students, engage in a free intellectual 
exchange of diverse perspectives, re-center marginalized histories and voices, and teach with 
genuine passion that connects the mind, body, and spirit and allows one to see the joy and beauty 
in learning for the sake of learning (Florence, 1998).  
Central to the idea of developing critical consciousness is the worldview that individuals 
inherently possess knowledge and wisdom, that they are not blank slates nor deficient by default 
in their understanding of the world. Education, therefore, is more concerned with mining 
knowledge from students (Ladson-Billings, 1995) rather than depositing it. Giroux (1992) 
elaborated further on the concept of producing knowledge rather than merely transmitting it as he 
described critical pedagogy. He described critical pedagogy as  “a deliberate attempt to construct 
specific conditions through which educators and students can think critically about how 
knowledge is produced and transformed in relation to the construction of social experiences 
informed by a particular relationship between the self, others, and the larger world” (p. 99). The 
social experiences serve as the inherent knowledge that are to be excavated and explored. The 
pursuit to make sense of such experiences is essentially an engagement in developing critical 
consciousness. Students are encouraged to “speak from their own histories, collective memories, 
and voices while simultaneously challenging the grounds on which knowledge and power are 
constructed and legitimated” (p. 101). Giroux stressed that critical pedagogy goes beyond merely 
allowing students to voice their own histories and take them at face value. Instead, critical 
educators develop in students the skills to critically analyze these experiences in historical and 
social contexts. In order to do so, critical educators must understand their own politics and 
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personal investments and recognize how their social locations influence their positionality as 
educators. 
A critique of Freire’s (1970) and hooks’ (1994) reliance on schools as sites for liberation 
was the overreliance on such sites to do the critical work. In their arguments, there was an 
underlying assumption that educators come into the spaces already authentically engaged and 
self-actualized (Florence, 1998). In reality, it is an incredibly challenging task to change attitudes 
and beliefs, particularly in adults. And it is unwise to make an assumption that educators from 
marginalized backgrounds are automatically critically conscious, for, as Freire himself stated, 
when the oppressed strive for liberation, they run the risk of perpetuating the practices of the 
oppressed (1970). “The very structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions 
of the concrete, existential situation by which they were shaped. Their ideal is to be men; but for 
them, to be men is to be oppressors” (p. 45). So the question remains: how do critically 
conscious educators come to be? Must critical consciousness development be relegated to a 
school environment, or can one engage in a critical dialogue over the course of one’s life before 
entering a space as an educator? We can actually turn back to Freire to respond to this challenge. 
We are reminded that developing critical consciousness requires reflection and action (Freire, 
1970). The act of both are not relegated to classroom spaces, but they aren’t divorced from these 
spaces either. Freire clarified, “those who authentically commit themselves to the people most 
re-examine themselves constantly” (p. 60). In other words, educators who are critically 
conscious continuously engage in a reflective practice examining their own biases, assumptions, 
histories, and experiences so as not to become the oppressors in the classroom.  
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This work may begin before entering the classroom space but continues to evolve in the 
classroom space as part of the humanizing praxis in which the educators and students are 
engaged. Their prerequisite work is to reflect and examine their locations of self before acting in 
educational spaces as liberating agents for students. 
In order to reveal how this prerequisite work is done, I turn to an identity framework that 
can help elucidate the concept of entering a (critical) identity consciousness. However, in order 
to understand the utility of this identity model, I briefly turn to describing Community Cultural 
Wealth Theory. 
Community Cultural Wealth Theory as a Tangential Framework 
Yosso (2005) coined the term “community cultural wealth” as a challenge to traditionally 
accepted ideas of what constitutes cultural capital for upward mobility. The assumption this 
theory challenges is that people of color are deficient in their cultural capital as they are not born 
into contexts of wealth and privilege, and thus lack skills to keep up with the status quo. The 
concept of community cultural wealth suggests that, on the other hand, communities of color 
have tremendous resources and skills that counter oppressive systems but are rendered devalued 
or invisible in White-normed assumptions of assets. The six forms of cultural capital that are 
outlined below are dynamic and fluid, and interplay with one another to form cultural wealth.  
1. Aspirational capital: the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in 
the face of real and perceived barriers.  
2. Linguistic capital: the intellectual and social skills attained through communication 
experiences in more than one language and/or style. 
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3. Familial capital: cultural knowledges nurtured among kin that carry a sense of 
community history, memory, and cultural intuition.  
4. Social capital: networks of people and community resources that can provide both 
instrumental and emotional support to navigate through society’s institutions. 
5. Navigational capital: skills of maneuvering through social institutions that are often 
not created with communities of color in mind.  
6. Resistant capital: knowledge and skills fostered through oppositional behavior that 
challenges inequality. (Yosso, 2005) 
This framework was conceptualized with communities that have historically been devalued and 
oppressed in mind, particularly Native, Black and Latinx communities. By applying this 
framework to South Asian Americans, I challenged the assumption that the only traits that are of 
worth to South Asian Americans are the ones that allow them to succeed in White-normed 
spaces. I also challenged a colonist perspective in which South Asian Americans must mute their 
cultural histories and experiences and align with White privilege in order to achieve upward 
mobility. Rather, I argued that South Asian Americans enter spaces with rich linguistic 
backgrounds and communication styles, diverse social identities and social networks, norms, 
beliefs, and worldviews passed down by their elders that are rooted in spirituality and tradition, 
immigration histories that are both traumatic and hopeful, and skills and strategies to persist in 
spaces despite being racialized as others.  
Community Cultural Wealth Theory has loose parallels to The Point of Entry Model for 
Asian American Consciousness, as described below. The Point of Entry identity model suggests 
there are multiple points of entry to a racial identity consciousness, and by contextualizing this 
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identity model in a Community Cultural Wealth framework, I categorized these entry points as 
developmental assets, or sources of wealth, that aid in developing critical consciousness. In other 
words, South Asian Americans may develop their Asian American consciousness by engaging 
through the various points of entry as described below. Additionally, by engaging in a deep and 
reflective analysis of these various points of entry, they took this consciousness one step further 
to being critical, as they saw worth and legitimacy in their ethnicity and ethnic culture.  
The Point of Entry Model for Asian American Consciousness 
Freire (1970), hooks (1990), and Giroux (1992), amongst other critical scholars, held the 
view that humans are on a continuous journey to becoming their full selves through engaging in 
emancipatory education. Freire (1970) spoke of a model of education that “affirms men and 
women as beings in the process of becoming––as unfinished, uncomplete beings in and with 
likewise unfinished reality” (p. 84). hooks (1990) spoke of an ongoing process of self-
actualization, in which educators come “into greater awareness not only of who we are but our 
relationship within community which is so profoundly political” (p. 219). Both Freire and hooks 
emphasized a positionality of educators as beings who are in a continuous exploration of identity 
through various means and modalities, and whose exploration, interpretation, and formation of 
identity is deeply intertwined with relationships with others. Identity formation is personal, 
relational, political, and forever ongoing.  
Accapadi’s (2012) model advanced Freire’s (1970) and hooks’ (1994) positions that 
identities are complex and continuously forming. To illustrate that one’s racial identity journey is 
“fluid, continuous, and dynamic” (p. 72), the model suggests multiple points of entry into 
identity consciousness, or multiple factors that influence identity formation, rather than discrete 
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stages in a linear format. These factors include ethnic attachment, familial influence, 
immigration history, external influence and perceptions, self as other, and other social identities.  
Accapadi (2012) developed The Point of Entry Model for Asian American Consciousness as 
a critically conscious response to her lived realities in the higher educational space both as a 
student and an educator. As a student, she recalled that the most “significant, transformative, and 
empowering experience” (p. 58) in her undergraduate career was her affiliation with the Indian 
Student Association. This was an ethnic affinity space in which she experienced a normalizing of 
her South Asian American identity and found both material and emotional support in the network 
as she managed to navigate a predominantly White college campus. Her experience in the ISA 
propelled her to serve Asian Pacific Islander Desi American (APIDA) students and help them 
“dream beyond their self-imposed, identity-attributed limitations” (p. 58). The identity model she 
developed was a response to the call for inclusion-centered approaches to meeting the needs of 
diverse students within the Black-White racial paradigm. Using a critical race and polycultural 
perspective, this identity model “identifies anti-racism rather than diversity as its core value” (p. 
71). It acknowledges the intersection of cultural histories and how those intersections of multiple 
experiences and identities impact oppression and dominance. 
Critical Race Theory as a Tangential Framework  
Of the five major tenets in Critical Race Theory in education, as defined by Solórzano 
and Delgado Bernal (2001), three are distinctly relied upon in The Point of Entry Model.  
1. The centrality of race and racism and the intersectionality with other forms of 
subordination: The Point of Entry Model recognizes the politicized and racialized 
“Asian American” and specifically “South Asian American” identity; the categorizing 
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of large and distinct ethnic groups into a broad category (Asian American) and the 
subsequent assigning of racialized values to the members of that category through 
various stereotypes. It also suggests that various factors have an effect on Asian 
American identity formation, including various social identities such as gender, class, 
ability, and sexual orientation, immigration history, familial influence, ethnic 
attachment, and external influences and perceptions.  
2. Challenging the dominant perspective: The dominant narrative in studies on Asian 
Americans either perpetuates the model minority myth by placing Asian Americans 
as a comparison group for White and Black populations (Lee, 2009) thus further 
exacerbating the racial hierarchy, or by focusing on their achievement trends (2009). 
Linear frameworks of identity have been proposed for Asian Americans, and they 
hold some merit. One specific model, the Asian American Racial Identity 
Development theory developed by Jean Kim (2001), suggests a series of stages in 
which an Asian American racial identity is formed: ethnic awareness, white 
identification, awakening to social political consciousness, redirection to an Asian 
American consciousness, and incorporation. It acknowledges a connection between 
Asian American’s racial and ethnic identity and takes into account the ecological 
contexts (or communities of practice) of Asian Americans’ lives. However, the 
limitations of stage models include problematic assumptions that exacerbate the 
power structures that CRT works to dismantle. One such assumption is the idea that 
humans can (and should) progress in a linear fashion from one stage to another, and 
that each stage is discrete and subsequently more advanced than the last stage. In 
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other words, there is a hierarchy to a stage model, as if identity can ever be fully 
achieved. A critical perspective on the Asian American experience seeks to expand 
one’s understanding of Asian American communities as complex and nuanced with 
varied trajectories. By allowing Asian Americans to express their identity without 
relying on a comparison group or assuming a linear trajectory, this model counters 
hegemonic assumptions about dominant identities and counters the concept of the 
Asian American as the “invisible Other.”  
3. Valuing experiential knowledge: The model’s qualitative design centers participants’ 
voices and experiences and gives experiences from the margins the center stage. 
Recognizing that Asian Americans have been rendered monolithic in their identity, 
this model shifts focus toward the various complexities and nuances that may emerge 
from individuals’ accounts of their identity journeys.  
The Point of Entry Model for Asian American Consciousness outlines six major factors that 
might have an effect on Asian American identity formation (Accapadi, 2012). It is not necessary 
for an Asian American to engage in all six, nor is it a requirement for them to progress a specific 
way in or out of any of the six factors as they engage in their identity consciousness. It is also 
possible for an Asian American to come to an understanding of one of the six factors listed 
below through their racial identity, thus suggesting that while this model centers race, race may 
serve as a gateway to understanding other facets of identity. The six factors are:  
1. Ethnic Attachment: Asian Americans may have a deep attachment to ethnic markers 
such as language, customs, religion, cultural norms and practices. These ethnic 
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markers differentiate them not only from other racial groups, but also from other 
ethnic groups under the Asian American umbrella.  
2. Familial Influence: Family, both immediate and extended, plays an important role in 
the development of identity. Bronfenbrenner (1994) described the family as a major 
part of a child’s microsystem, the most immediate environment from which a child 
makes meaning of the world and self, in his Ecological Systems Theory. Asian 
Americans’ families may be first generation immigrants, multi-generational in 
America, multiethnic and/or multiracial, or adopters. The family’s positioning in the 
social structure has the potential to impact the individual’s understanding of self, 
other, and world.  
3. Immigration History: Asian Americans’ unique immigration history contributes to 
feeling either like a “perpetual foreigner,” an “honorary White,” or anything in-
between (Tuan, 1998). Understanding the political trends that shape Asian 
Americans’ immigration patterns as well as their reception by other Americans is 
integral to understanding and challenging the model minority myth.  
4. External Influences and Perceptions: Experiences of racism and general treatment as 
perpetuated by White communities as well as other people of color can influence an 
Asian American’s sense of identity. These are considered external influences because 
they are environmental, temporal, and contextual. For example, the September 11 
attacks in America impacted the ways in which many South Asian communities have 
been perceived by mainstream America (Iyer, 2015) and have contributed to the 
racialization of their ethnic and religious identities (Joshi, 2006). This perception has 
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in turn influenced the way many South Asians understand themselves both as 
individuals and as a community in America.  
5. Self as Other: Phenotypical markers of appearance demarcate South Asian Americans 
from East Asians and fuel perceptions of belonging in an Asian American category. 
Aspiring to White standards of beauty through the body and attire can be a major 
point of fixation. Entry into identity consciousness by recognizing physical 
appearance that positions the individual as an “other” may be an option.  
6. Other Social Identities: It is not assumed that racial/ethnic identity is the primary or 
most salient identity marker for Asian Americans. It could well possibly be that other 
identity markers, such as gender, sexuality, socioeconomic status, religion, etc., may 
be a primary or intertwined lens through which an Asian American may identify. It 
can be through the development of self through another identity marker that an Asian 
American enters an exploration of their Asian American identity. (Accapadi, 2012) 
Accapadi’s (2012) model includes multiple points of entrance to developing an Asian 
American identity consciousness, and part of this study’s work involved examining how each of 
these points of entrance influenced critical consciousness development in South Asian American 
educators. Critical consciousness includes the awareness of structures and systems that uphold 
racist, classist, gendered, and other forms of oppression and dominance, and an awareness of 
one’s position in these-isms. To develop critical consciousness, South Asian Americans must 
engage deeply with their identities and their locations in multiple contexts, and furthermore, do 
so in a way that counters the dominant narrative that their identities are deficient or do not bring 
anything of value to an educational space. For the purpose of this study, I focused on the deep 
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engagement specifically with racial and ethnic identity and centered it in the development of 
critical consciousness in educators.  
Literature Review Overview 
The literature review is divided into three sections. In the first section, I reviewed 
historical and sociological literature that chronicles the lives of Asians and South Asians in 
America and situates the evolution of various identity monikers and stereotypes in this history. In 
the second section, I examined the importance of developing critical consciousness in educators 
and the value of critical educators of color in American schools. In the final section, I reviewed 
studies that specifically looked at Asian Americans who pursue education as a career and their 
experience as educators.  
Research Design and Methodology 
In order to best understand South Asian American educators’ understanding of their 
racial and/or ethnic identity and its interplay with their practice as critically conscious educators 
and leaders for social justice, this study approached the research question as an area of 
phenomenological interest, thus utilizing a qualitative design approach. Creswell (2014) 
described phenomenological research to be a design of inquiry in which “the researcher 
describes the lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” 
(p. 14). A phenomenological approach allowed me to draw out participants’ perspectives as they 
reflect on various experiences, moments in their lives, and entry points into identity that led them 
to their position as educators, and specifically as leaders for social justice. Additionally, in a 
qualitative design, the researcher is consistently engaged in a reflection of their own identity and 
positionality, especially in relation to the research question, noting that they have an influence in 
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the direction and interpretation of the study (Creswell, 2014). This approach was thus in line 
with a critical race framework, in which the voices and experiences of marginalized educators 
are elevated in order to disrupt the status quo narrative of race, and in which my own voice and 
reflection as a South Asian American educator and researcher was honored and judged valuable 
to the research process.  
This study recruited participants who identified as South Asian American K–12 educators 
from around the nation. Participants were recruited primarily from the People of Color 
Conference, a major conference put on by the National Association of Independent Schools for 
educators of color to address issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion at their schools. At this 
conference, educators convened in affinity groups to discuss education-related topics through the 
lens of their particular race or ethnicity and served as a support and resource group for each 
other. I held the assumption that educators who self-selected into this conference and chose to 
attend the South Asian affinity group space were likely those who engaged in some identity work 
and were interested in being change agents at their school, and would thus prove to be promising 
participants for this study. Participants were also recruited through snowball sampling and 
through other South Asian American affiliated social media sites.  
I recruited participants across a range of diverse lingual, religious, socioeconomic, 
geographic, and gender backgrounds within the South Asian American umbrella, and conducted 
in-depth interviews with them to understand their life experiences. Participants engaged in a 60-
to-90-minute semi-structured interview in which I asked questions about their experiences as a 
South Asian American utilizing the Point of Entry Model for Asian American Consciousness. 
The questions were developed for each of the six points of entry and were housed under each 
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category. For example, under the point of entry “familial influence,” a question was “What were 
conversations with your family like when you made this decision/or when you were 
contemplating teaching?” These questions were designed to elicit stories as participants reflected 
upon their upbringing and unique moments in their lives, and I primed myself to detect important 
threads in their answers and asked them to expand upon such threads as is the practice of a semi-
structured interview.  
An inductive thematic analysis process was utilized to make sense of participants’ 
responses. While the interview questions were organized into categories utilizing the Point of 
Entry Model for Asian American Identity Consciousness, the participant responses revealed their 
meaning-making of identity and their development of critical consciousness within these 
categories, and thus the themes that emerged from their answers were coded for understanding 
ethnic identity development and critical consciousness development.  
Limitations and Delimitations 
The limitations of this study included the participants and their presenting evidence. One, 
the participants could not realistically represent every type of South Asian American considering 
the wide diversity amongst region of origin, language, religion, immigration history, etc. This 
was also coincidentally illustrative of the limitations of the model minority myth and the 
religious extremist archetypes, which suggested that South Asian Americans can be distilled to a 
certain type. Two, I relied primarily on reflective accounts of experiences as shared by the 
participants. Participants’ access to their own memories may have been limited. I chose to 
delimit the study participants by primarily recruiting them from a particular conference designed 
for independent schools. Thus, one of the commonalities amongst most participants was their 
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school type: independent schools. Independent schools share elite qualities that separate them 
from public schools, and the choice to work at an independent school may reflect an orientation 
toward social justice that might be different than that of educators who choose to work in public 
schools.  
Additionally, because of the limited sample size, most of the participants were the sole 
representative of a particular school or geographic area. The generalizability of this study was 
thus limited to reflect educators who work in very specific school settings and geographical 
locations, and it was plausible that more than one educator in the same setting may have very 
different experiences and outlooks toward their ethnic identity or social justice orientation than 
their peer(s) in the same setting. 
Organization of Study 
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. In Chapter 2, a more detailed account of 
the Asian American and South Asian American experience is offered, with a particular emphasis 
on identity stereotypes that contribute to our (mis)understanding of Asian Americans, the 
structural privileges and disadvantages they experience, and alternative explanations for their 
achievements. The importance of critical educators of color in schools is explored, as well as 
studies that specifically look at Asian Americans who pursue education as a career and their 
experience as educators. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology for the study, Chapter 4 documents 
the results of interviews, and in Chapter 5, a detailed analysis of participants’ responses is 
discussed.   
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
This literature review provides a brief contextual history of South Asians and their 
identity formation in the United States, the importance of critical educators of color in American 
schools, and the specific experience of Asian American and South Asian American educators 
who teach with a social justice orientation in order to foreground this study’s findings to the 
research question: How do South Asian American educators’ understanding of their ethnic and 
racial identity interplay with their practice as critically conscious educators?  
The first section of the literature provides an overview of Asian American and South 
Asian American ethnic, racial, social, and political identity formations. I review the ways in 
which they are politicized through nomenclature and the dominant identity stereotypes that have 
marked South Asians. I then shift considerable focus to exploring the model minority stereotype 
and its impact on South Asian Americans in more detail. Next, I look at research that offered 
critical alternatives to explaining Asian American success. Finally, the literature review shifts to 
reviewing educational research. The last two sections outline the experiences of Asian American 
students and educators in schools and the need for critically conscious educators in schools.  
Situating (South) Asians in America: History and Identity 
“Asia” as a continent consists of 48 countries, two of whom boast the world’s largest 
populations (China and India, respectively). Within the countries, hundreds of languages and 
dialects are spoken. In India alone, 22 languages are identified as official languages in the 
country, with hundreds more regional dialects that remain recognized but not counted by the 
government (New World Encyclopedia, 2019). Asia is home to major ancient and modern 
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religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity. Economic and political global 
networks are inextricably tied to India and China, as they form two of the world’s largest 
growing and most influential economies, and play critical political roles with America and 
Russia, not to mention often contested roles with each other (Das, 2002).  
So, the use of the term “Asian American” to describe the people of such a vast region 
with such diverse and often conflicting needs and positionalities inevitably masks and erases the 
many differences, tensions, legacies and histories of the people of this region. Before I move 
toward highlighting details of the history of South Asian Americans that are pertinent to this 
study, I take us through the coinage of the term “South Asian American” in order to illustrate 
how the mere act of naming is steeped in social, racial, and political agendas.  
The Politics of Naming 
If we are to have a discussion on identity within a critical framework, it must also include 
a discussion on the positioning of the named and the name giver. The act of naming a group is an 
exercise in power and can serve as a reinforcement of or disruption of social hierarchy. Naming 
is one of many processes of racialization, which Omi and Winant (1994) described as an 
ideological process to “signify the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially 
unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” (p. 14). Within a name lies racial meaning, 
and names and meanings are constantly in flux, or as Omi and Winant suggested, are unstable, as 
is the concept of race, because race is constantly being questioned, revised, and repositioned in a 
social-political context. Racial meaning and definitions are prescribed by those who hold social 
power, and by those for whom there is a political or economic incentive to create a racialized 
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definition of people in which they, as the dominant group, are seen as favorable. In Toni 
Morrison’s (1987) words, “Definitions belong to the definer, not the defined” (p. 190).  
The term “Asian American” itself encompasses people whose ancestry comprises 60% of 
the world’s population (Pew Research Center, 2013). The model minority myth takes this one 
step further and essentializes specific experiences and positionalities of Asian Americans. Their 
ethnicity becomes unnecessary to acknowledge; Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese are 
used interchangeably to describe any Asian, and similarly, Indian, Pakistani, Hindu, Sikh, and 
Muslim are used interchangeably to describe any South Asian (Joshi, 2006). Sue et al. (2009) 
called this phenomenon an “invalidation of interethnic differences,” creating a homogenizing 
effect. At the same time, the umbrella terms “Asian American” and “South Asian American” 
signify intergroup solidarity for political purposes. This tension is further discussed below.  
Politicizing “Asian American” 
The term “Asian American” took hold to replace “Orientals” as Asian immigrants across 
ethnic groups began to work together to cross racial lines to fight for equality (Lee, 2015). In 
reality, Japanese, Chinese, Korean and other East Asian communities have distinct languages, 
customs, practices, and outlooks. Their countries also have contested social-political histories 
and tensions (Lee, 2015). However, essentializing tactics that homogenized these ethnic groups 
for oppressive policies were repurposed by these groups to cultivate voice and agency. The first 
activists to officially use the term “Asian American,” Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee, used it to 
found the Asian American Political Alliance at UC Berkeley in 1968 (Hossaini, 2018), 
understanding that to prevent being lost in a sea of voices fighting for rights, they had to form a 
collective with a unified voice and vision. Ironically, the term “Asian American” was initially 
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donned by Asian Americans to mean anything but the model minority. Countless first and 
second-generation Asian activists fought for labor rights alongside Black civil rights activists, 
Chicano farmworkers, in antiwar movements, and for environmental justice. In the process, they 
claimed the “Asian American” identity to strengthen racial and transnational coalitions (Lee, 
2015) with other people of color. 
The reconfiguration of distinct ethnic groups to a pan-ethnic identity encourages groups 
to develop an understanding of what is common amongst them in order to present a compelling 
case for social, political, and legal resources (Espiritu, 1992). At the same time, what the new 
pan-ethnic group offers as a collective narrative is fodder for a racialized understanding of the 
group as all “the same” (Purkayastha, 2005, p. 47). Pan-ethnic identities are thus a precarious 
phenomenon that allow for interethnic group solidarity and a shared understanding of oppressed 
and erased histories, and yet render subgroups across ethnic, gender, class, and religious 
identities invisible in their broad stroke portrayal of themselves. The social, political and even 
financial capital that is gained or lost by creating such networks is simultaneously highly 
advantageous and disadvantageous.  
Over the course of the decades, the term “Asian American” has lost some if its original 
political identity and has instead been used to indicate an ethnic affiliation. And yet, the term still 
morphs and bends when convenient to suggest a benign ethnic grouping or a more charged 
racialized grouping. It may be for this reason and many more that Asian Americans are 
constantly toggling between hyphenated identities, such as, for example, “Korean,” “Korean 
American,” “Asian,” and “Asian American.” What is clear to Asian Americans is that it is never 
simply enough to identify as “American,” as the term which technically denotes nationality in 
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reality connotes a White racialized identity. This is evident when Asian Americans are posed the 
question “Where are you really from?,” suggesting that despite multi-generational positioning as 
Americans, they are still seen as perpetual foreigners (Lee, 2009; Sue et al., 2009).    
South Asian Americans have noted how the term Asian American often elicits an image 
of East Asians and is not necessarily the term with which they feel kinship or belonging (Bahri, 
1998; Dhingra, 2007; Kibria, 1998; Purkayastha, 2005). Geopolitical events such as the 
September 11 terrorist attacks have created stark differences in the way South Asians have been 
racialized compared to East Asians. There has been a growing awareness and conversation 
amongst South Asian scholars and community providers to branch out more purposefully from 
the Asian American umbrella in order to secure the resources necessary to combat the specific 
racialized and politicized rhetoric against them.  
Politicizing “South Asian American” 
 South Asians’ inclusion under the umbrella term “Asian American” carries with it a 
unique history and a set of tensions. Up until the 1960s, immigrants from Asian countries were 
labeled by their ancestral country. For South Asian Americans, the naming was inconsistent. At 
times they were referred to as East Indians, Asian Indians, Hindoos or Hindus, Pakis or Indo-
Paks, Indo-Americans, and for a brief moment in history, even Caucasian (Shankar, 1998). In 
fact, on the US Census, “South Asians were classified as ‘White’ in 1910, 1913, 1919, and 1920, 
but as ‘non-White’ in 1909, 1917, and in 1923” (Koshy, 2002). In 1970, the decision again 
flipped and Indian Americans were classified as “White.” It was not until 1980 that a 
subcategory, “Asian Indian” was introduced under the “Asian American” umbrella term, which, 
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while progress, still conflated South Asians’ racial, geographical, and religious identities as the 
term did not offer inclusion to members across South Asian countries (Ghosh, 2015).  
Gayatri Spivak (1988) considered the use of “South Asian” as an example of “strategic 
essentialism,” in which South Asians knowingly essentialize their collective identities for 
political interest in order to carve a space for representation in America (Shankar, 1998). Yet 
even within the community that is forged by the term “South Asian” there lie some uneasy truths 
and tensions: that of India being the dominant origin country, Hinduism being the assumed 
religion, a caste system being the prevailing method of hierarchy and organization, and a 
distancing of selves from Asian Americans (1998). But because “South Asian” is the only term 
that includes a wide variety of ethnicities from the subcontinent, I use it in this study with the 
goal that the term will open up the possibility to capture the experiences of South Asians across 
ethnic groups.   
The Dominant Identity Stereotypes of South Asian Americans 
The history of Asians in America preceded the formation of the United States by 
centuries and is inextricable from the history of European colonization and exploitation. Records 
of the first Asians in America date back as far as the 16th century, when Spanish traders brought 
Filipino slaves and servants to Mexico as they expanded the Spanish Empire (Lee, 2015). In 
1899, four Sikh British soldiers arrived in the port of San Francisco to strike their luck in the 
land of opportunity before returning back to India, their motherland from which they had been 
separated for over 20 years (2015). Within years, South Asians arrived in America to work 
alongside the Chinese and the Japanese in lumber mills, farms, and railroads. This section of the 
literature review outlines the major identity stereotypes that were formed of South Asians over 
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the course of history and their implications on how we understand South Asian Americans today, 
with a specific emphasis on the model minority stereotype. 
The Dusky Peril 
At first White America was mesmerized by the dark-skinned immigrants of the early 
1900s, then eventually bemused, and finally disgusted. During this chapter of Asian American 
history a hierarchy was set, and while all Asians were recipients of racism and xenophobia, 
South Asians were at the bottom of the hierarchy. According to the editor of one newspaper, the 
Bellingham Reveille, (1907), The Hindus were “repulsive in their appearance and disgusting in 
their manners (Lee, 2015, p. 163), the Sikhs were “dirty and gaunt and with a roll of pagan dry-
goods” (p. 163), and according to the 1911 U.S. Immigration Commission, Indians were 
“universally regarded as the least desirable race of immigrants thus far admitted to the United 
States (Lee, 2015). Predictably, then, in 1917, the United States halted South Asian immigration 
by passing the Immigration Act with the designation of South Asia as part of the Asiatic Barred 
Zone. It wouldn’t be until 1946, with the passing of the Luce-Celler Act, that South Asians 
would again be allowed to enter the United States.  
South Asians were a source of tension for the United States and Canada. On one hand, 
they were British subjects, and India’s stature as the jewel in England’s crown was not lost upon 
anyone. Their status as British subjects afforded them some legitimacy on Canadian land and 
some protection on American soil. On the other hand, South Asian immigrants’ desire for a free 
India was no secret. The first South Asians on American soil were revolutionaries, many of them 
members of the Gadhar Party, agitating for India’s independence from colonial rule (McMahon, 
2001). America’s loyalty remained to the British, and thus the South Asian American 
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revolutionaries were deemed traitors. The narrative woven around South Asian immigrants 
encouraged intense discrimination and hostility. They were relegated to limited labor-intensive 
jobs, paid lower wages than other Asian immigrants, and were often subjects of neighborhood 
raids. Despite being treated as subpar squatters and despite their small numbers, South Asian 
immigrants formed fragile but indelible communities throughout the country. They built 
religious congregation sites, wrote and published pieces, and formed social-political support and 
action committees (Lee, 2015; McMahon, 2001).  
The Gurus, Yogis, Swamis, and Mystics 
Americans have held notions of Eastern spirituality with great fascination and fear since 
their early encounters with South Asians, as far back as the late 1800s. Because racialization 
processes are designed to codify and essentialize others, it is not farfetched to imagine that South 
Asians could be revered and reviled at the same time, as a caricature of South Asians existed on 
both ends of the spectrum. While South Asians were in some regards treated as the scourge of 
society, they were also seen as exotic mystics with access to higher planes of consciousness 
through mysterious, sometimes cultish and heretic spiritual practices such as hypnotism, 
chanting, and inhuman flexibility (Deslippe, 2014).  
The typical approach of yogis, gurus, and swamis in America was to offer highly 
promoted public lectures and demonstrations of their practice. This highlighted yogis’ command 
of the English language, their knowledge of Eastern and Western philosophy, and their charisma 
as salespeople, traits held in esteem by social standards of the time. An article in 1901 on the 
Indian Swamis of the time praised, “‘They have all received an English education, and speak the 
language perfectly; they have lived under English laws and institutions,” (Deslippe, 2018).  
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Of the notable swamis were a young guru named Swami Vivekananda, who gave a 
rousing speech in Chicago in 1893 on Hinduism and the celebration of all religions and paths 
that lead to a universal God. He went on to establish the American Vendanta Society, which still 
exists as of 2018 . In 1920, Swami Paramhansa Yogananda, a master of yoga, founded the Self-
Realization Fellowship in America, an organization designed to introduce Americans to the 
power of Eastern spirituality, yoga, and meditation. In 1946, he published Autobiography of a 
Yogi, one of the most popular classics on spirituality to date. In 1966, Swami Prabhupada 
founded the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKON) in New York to spread 
the practice of Bhakti Yoga (International Society for Krishna Consciousness, 2019). The 
ISKCON followers were more colloquially known as the “Hare Krishnas,” known infamously 
for chanting the mantra on street corners across the nation. And finally, the more contemporary 
Hindu spiritual guide, Deepak Chopra, created an empire peddling self-help strategies rooted in a 
version of spirituality that allowed for capitalist practices to flourish (Prashad, 2000). Thus, 
prominent gurus ranged from authentic harbingers of religion and yoga to pure charlatans 
(Prashad, 2000; Deslippe, 2018).  
But it is important to note that yoga and Eastern spirituality were not necessarily taking 
root in America because of an insidious business scheme designed to dupe the public. Deslippe 
(2018) noted that South Asians found themselves turning to teaching yoga as a means of 
alternative employment as they were forced out of secular occupations and into spiritual ones. 
Restrictive immigration policies and domestic laws that prevented South Asians from occupying 
jobs that allowed for a secure and livable income provided the structure in which this alternative 
entrepreneurial endeavor could flourish. Additionally, the social-political context of the times 
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facilitated their growth. At its peak, traveling yogis, meditation centers, and spiritual self-help 
guides were guiding Americans toward a version of spirituality, peace, and salvation as they 
fought for civil rights and women’s liberation, struggled to recover from the devastation of 
World War II, vehemently protested the Vietnam War, and mitigated their tensions during the 
Cold War (2018). 
America’s hippie counterculture was heavily influenced by South Asian cultural and 
spiritual practices. In reality, however, the average South Asian did not perform nor practice the 
austere practices of yogis the way they were marketed to the West, and neither were they able to 
commoditize their religion and spirituality and profit off it the way White Americans did. At the 
same time, the religious practices they did prescribe to, and the cultural markers and symbols of 
their religious and spiritual practice, both tangible and metaphorical, were critiqued as 
backwards, pagan, and un-American (Joshi, 2006). While South Asian cultural and spiritual 
practices were admired and emulated by many in the West, South Asian American people were 
largely ignored or misunderstood and considered incompatible with the American way of life.  
The Terrorist 
After the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2000, the image of the 
South Asian was more closely linked with that of a terrorist than that of a model minority. After 
the 9/11 attacks, South Asians experienced a palpable uptick in the number of hate crimes and 
violent attacks on their communities (Iyer, 2015). Because of Americans’ lack of awareness in 
regard to Asian geography or international terrorists’ political intent, South Asians were often 
lumped together as religious fundamentalists, and thus their ethnic identity became conflated 
with a religious identity to the point where religion became racialized (Joshi, 2006). Islam and 
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Pakistan were vilified, Sikhs were misidentified, and in general, all brown-skinned individuals 
were perceived to be from the Middle East and constantly admonished to “go back home.” The 
stereotype of the South Asian as a terrorist had severe implications for the intragroup workings 
of South Asians, as it encouraged South Asians to maintain religious and geographical divides 
not for the sake of cultural preservation, but for the sake of survival. Falling prey to the 
oppressor’s tactics, many Asian Indians and Hindus went to great lengths to separate themselves 
from Pakistanis, Arabs, or other majority-Islam groups to assure patriotic allegiances (Prashad, 
2012), sometimes acquiring tangible symbols like U.S. flags and bumper stickers, and sometimes 
sacrificing tangible symbols of their identity, such as a turban, to assure their non-threatening 
position. Dhingra (2007) explained, “In times of heightened threats to national security, Asian 
Americans must actively perform an ‘American’ identity so as not to become the ‘enemy’” (p. 
100). 
The Model Minority 
The image of the South Asian as a successful, proper, law-abiding citizen, particularly 
adept in medicine or engineering, quietly making his imprint in suburban American 
neighborhoods was also taking hold in the 1960s. After the 1965 Immigration Act cleared the 
way for a new wave of Asian immigrants to the country, more than half of the immigrants from 
South Asia were engineers, scientists, or physicians and surgeons (Lee, 2015). They came highly 
skilled and highly educated, spoke English, and carried considerable capital to start their new life 
(Bahri, 1998). This makeup of South Asians stood in glaring opposition to the image of South 
Asians as a security threat and a “dusky peril,” that plagued the nation just a few decades ago. As 
flattering as this narrative was, it was steeped in a problematic racialized rhetoric in which Asian 
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Americans again found themselves pitted against others in a racial hierarchy. This time they 
weren’t pit against each other, but rather lumped together erroneously as a homogenous group to 
serve as a foil against Black and Brown people. 
The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (Pub. L. 89-232), also known as the Hart-
Cellar Act, came into existence as an insecure America fought to maintain its intellectual, 
economic, and military dominance in global interactions against Russia (Prashad, 2012). At the 
height of the Cold War, America was ready to adopt citizens to fight the USSR. Presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson tugged at the heartstrings of the patriotic, heralding immigrants as the 
backbone of the country and calling upon all to ask how they could serve America. The 1965 Act 
opened the gates for highly skilled and educated immigrants from many Asian countries, 
including India and Pakistan, to settle in America and work for American freedom and security. 
Scores of students, engineers, doctors, and other professionals immigrated to start a life with the 
promise of economic security and prosperity (Wing, 2007). Dhingra (2007) pointed out that 
structural racism and capitalism intersected to create an economy where African Americans [and 
Latinos] performed as lower-wage labor, and Asian Americans “solved contradictions within 
capitalism, for they were recruited to fill holes left by a lack of attention to social welfare, such 
as the medical field, in the academy, and so on” (p. 97). In this critique of the model minority 
myth, the racializing of Asian Americans as the model was seen as a tactic to produce a labor 
force divided by race to advance a capitalistic society.   
A Critical Examination of the Model Minority Myth 
The model minority myth is an essentializing phenomenon. Museus and Kiang (2009) distilled 
five misconceptions that are associated with the model minority myth: 
  46 
1. Asian Americans are all the same 
2. Asian Americans are not really racial and ethnic minorities 
3. Asian Americans do not encounter major challenges because of their race 
4. Asian Americans do not seek or require resources and support 
5. College degree completion is equivalent to success  
The implications of these misconceptions reverberated deeply through attitudes and policies 
toward Asian Americans. For example, classic and contemporary news pieces touted Asian 
Americans as the model minority in education. Some suggested the superiority of Asian 
American students over Black and Latino students (Brand, 1987; Butterfield, 1986; Lord & 
Linnon, 1988; Matthews, 1988), some advanced the assumption that “inherent qualities” lead to 
academic success rather than structural realities that may limit access and achievement (Hartlep, 
2013; Hirschman & Wong, 1986; Lee & Zhou, 2015; Wu, 2015), some provided a narrow and 
conservative definition of the purpose of education and success (Hartlep, 2013; Lee & Zhou, 
2015), some held a belief that Asian American students have very limited and specific emotional 
outputs and behaviors (Bell, 1985; Lee, 2009; Lee & Zhou, 2015; Quindlen, 1987), some  
dismissed external realities that may have impacted Asian American students’ learning and 
wellbeing, such as learning differences, mental health needs, or poverty (Chen & Hawks, 1995; 
Teranishi et al., 2009) and some believed in very limited passion and career trajectories of Asian 
American students and limited and specific roles for Asian American educators (e.g., relegating 
them to math and science teaching positions only) (Park et al., 2009; Ramanathan, 2006; Su, 
1997).  
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Furthermore, Asian Americans were seen as academic magnates, excelling in math, 
science, and other technical fields (Dhingra, 2018). Socioeconomically, they were believed to be 
upper middle class to upper class, in some cases, “outwhiting the whites” (Newsweek, 1971), 
obtaining positions in lucrative technical fields such as engineering and medicine. Because of 
their academic and economic success, they were not seen as needing of social services such as 
protected housing, pro-bono legal advice, language translations, domestic violence interventions, 
substance abuse interventions or psychological counseling (Iyer, 2015). 
The idea that Asian Americans do not encounter major challenges because they are not 
racially disadvantaged is erroneous. While the myth masks overt and sweeping acts of racism 
that systematically deny access and resources, Sue et al. (2009) discussed the concept of 
microaggressions, or “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental 
indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or 
negative racial slights and insults that potentially have harmful or unpleasant psychological 
impact on the target person or group” (p. 88). Numerous studies have documented the 
microaggressions Asian American and South Asian American students have perceived in 
schools, such as moments when students were lumped together in a racial category, were seen as 
representatives for a group or moment in history that they reasonably did not know much about, 
felt exceeding pressure to perform academically without providing any indication that the subject 
matter was of their interest or area of expertise, and were labeled by adults as compliant or quiet 
(Asher, 2001; Ghosh, 2015; Lee, 2009; Lee & Zhou, 2015; Lee et al., 2017; Saran, 2007; Wing, 
2007). Scholars also demonstrated that teachers were more likely to assume Asian American 
intelligence without it being explicitly demonstrated, overidentifying them for higher level 
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courses and tracks (Lee, 2009; Lee et al., 2017; Saran, 2007). Perhaps unbeknownst to them, 
teachers practiced a phenomenon known as stereotype promise, where one judges their students 
on the positive stereotype that they would succeed academically, which in turn leads students to 
perform well, thus promoting a misguided notion of ability and expertise (Lee & Zhou, 2015). 
Relatedly, teachers were less likely to provide additional support and resources to Asian 
American students who were struggling academically, particularly in math and sciences (Kahlon, 
2015). Asian American students also reported that it was difficult for them to obtain leadership 
roles in cocurricular activities such as school plays, student government, or sports teams due to 
the perception of them as academically inclined individuals who lacked interpersonal charm, 
leadership acumen, or physical prowess, or simply because they were rendered invisible and thus 
overlooked (Lee, 2009; Wing, 2007). Many students also reflected on the microaggressions they 
experienced regularly in schools, with teachers and peers often imposing on them a “perpetual 
foreigner” status; making assumptions about their ability to speak English or of their 
immigration or citizenship status, or conversely, assuming their intelligence in stereotypical 
subjects (math and science) without assessing them for their aptitude or effort (Delpit, 2006; 
Saran, 2007).  
Accepting the model minority stereotype erases the diversity of Asian American 
identities and experiences which often counter the assumption that Asian Americans experience 
little or no prejudice and racism, are able to succeed academically and economically without 
challenges, and do not require any kind of structural or resource support in the form of legal 
policy, health services, or more. It additionally serves as a hegemonic wedge encouraging Asian 
Americans to ignore or perpetuate inter-community oppression, as well as reject opportunities to 
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stand in solidarity as allies to other marginalized groups. In the 1960s news articles that first 
coined the term model minority, not only was there no acknowledgement that the immigration 
policies favored a highly selective immigration population which may have had something to do 
with Asian American success, there was also no mention given to the very real structural, 
systemic, institutional, and psychological phenomena that continued to disadvantage African 
Americans (Petersen, 1966; U.S. News and World Report, 1966). Thus, the stereotype of the 
Asian American as a model minority is a myth, a falsehood that only appears to be true when 
certain structural realities of oppression and disenfranchisement of other people of color are 
ignored. 
South Asian Americans and the Internalization of the Model Minority Myth 
In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), Paulo Freire explained the humanization process 
of those who live in oppressive conditions. The process of physical, psychological, and 
economical liberation rests on the oppressed’ ability to critically examine and reject the spoken 
and unspoken rules of power as declared by the oppressor. This is a more complex task than not, 
as the oppressed often only knows the language of the oppressor, for they have no other model of 
humanity. Thus, in an attempt to achieve critical consciousness, the subjugated face the risk of 
perpetuating the same cycle of subjugation with each other.  
Similarly, minority groups are not ignorant of the implicit and explicit codes and norms 
of acceptable behavior that label them as “safe” in the eyes of the status quo. As dynamic 
communities, they respond to and become shaped by the prevailing messages that encourage 
their compliance in order for protection. They then turn inward, individually and as communities, 
to grow and prune in a way that insulates them from the disapproval of their oppressor. In 
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essence, they begin to speak the language of the oppressor and highlight the artificial or half-
truths of their own communities that are deemed desirable. In this process, they shun anyone in 
their own community who does not fit the mold and turn a blind eye to any phenomena that 
negatively affects them. They become less likely to recognize discrimination in the form of 
microaggressions and rationalize away more blatant forms of discrimination. They figure out 
what values are accepted and encouraged by those in power, and in an effort to secure validation, 
they unabashedly promote these values themselves. Relatedly, they begin to adopt the values of 
the majority as they relate to oppressing others. In the case of South Asian Americans, many 
have internalized the culturalist argument to believe in their superiority over that of Black and 
Brown people, and thus anti-Black sentiments and racist attitudes are prevalent in South Asian 
American communities (Prashad, 2000, 2012).  
Perhaps this alignment with White supremacist beliefs has as much to do with a willful 
ignorance of history and context as it does with the narrow parameters within which South Asian 
Americans are racialized. Daga and Raval (2018) outlined the three main ways in which South 
Asian parents socialized their children ethno-racially in the United States. First, they attempted 
to socialize their children culturally by transmitting values, beliefs, and customs of their native 
culture. Through preserving language, foods, clothing, and other tangible and non-tangible 
artifacts, they provided for their children a concrete source of ethnic identity and affiliation. In 
this way, South Asian Americans encouraged acculturating into the mainstream culture without 
assimilating (giving up their home culture altogether). Second, South Asian parents prepared 
their children for bias by informing them of the many ways in which racial discrimination can 
occur. In an attempt to teach them to cope with racial inequities, they reinforced the linear and 
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conservative success frame. Finally, they promoted mistrust of other racial groups, in particular 
Black and Latino groups, because these were the messages they received about these groups 
from the dominant culture. In part a protective measure, South Asian American parents 
inevitably encouraged racist sentiments as promoted by the model minority myth. South Asian 
American children were then primed to internalize racism, and other minority groups were 
primed to see South Asian Americans as suspect in their actions and behaviors toward them.  
Prashad (2000) wrote, “[I]n a racist society, it is hard to expect people to opt for the most 
despised category” (p. 94). The post-1965 South Asian immigrants felt incentivized to align with 
White privilege since it meant a chance at upward mobility. These immigrants also drew on their 
notion of caste, colonial views on colorism, and beliefs of karma to turn a blind eye to the 
subjugation of Black people on the racial hierarchy (Prashad, 2000; Sharma, 2010). In his 
research on Asian American professionals, Dhingra (2007) discovered that buying into the model 
minority myth encouraged an “individual level perspective” on racism. In other words, Asian 
Americans were likely to describe instances of racism in their lives as singular, isolated events, 
rather than as patterns of systemic oppression and prejudice, perhaps because the idea of 
structural racism is in contradiction to the messaging of meritocracy and color-blindness that is 
such an appealing aspect of the model minority myth. Indeed, many participants in Dhingra’s 
study believed in the idea that their hard work and effort was to attribute for their success. In one 
instance, an Asian American participant explained,  
Asian Americans don’t raise as much hell about being impoverished as African Americans and 
Latinos do. That’s because we realize we’re poor because we’re poor. And to get out of that, you 
have to work hard. African American and Latinos say, “We’re poor because the White man is 
keeping us down.” (p. 94) 
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This statement suggests a lack of reflective discourse within the South Asian American 
community about immigration history contextualized in the politics of America, and the deep 
allure of the concept of meritocracy. This lack of discourse leads to an underdeveloped critical 
consciousness, which in turn prevents South Asian Americans from being transformative agents 
in the world.  
Das Gupta’s (2006) critique of the model minority myth is instrumental in understanding 
how a traditional, conservative understanding of what it means to be South Asian can be 
exacerbated when nested within the model minority myth. She argued that some South Asian 
Americans embraced the model minority myth in part because the myth supports patriarchal 
oppression and heteronormativity. These conservative South Asian Americans wielded the 
power of the myth’s understated assumptions in order to preserve an archaic version of their 
culture in which very rigid gender, sexual, age, and class roles were promoted. The model 
minority myth sets very narrow parameters for acceptable behavior in a family unit. Deviance 
from the myth’s prescriptions can result in palpable loss of support and identity within the South 
Asian community and being outcast and shunned by family and the community at large. In their 
culture specific identity model for South Asians, Ibrahim et al. (1997) described some of these 
gender, age, and class roles and their influence on shaping South Asian’s personal identities and 
worldviews. South Asian men and women followed very traditional gender roles. Men were 
breadwinners and are the primary connection to the outside world, and women were the primary 
sense-makers of non-domestic spaces. In order to ensure their trajectory to economic success, 
South Asian families with limited means may have sacrificed their daughters’ education to 
ensure their sons’ education. Women were the keepers of tradition and culture and were shielded 
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from corrupt values and in turn shielded their children from such values. As homemakers, they 
were the primary disseminator of indigenous language, food, and customs. They were expected 
to fulfill the duties of a heteronormative relationship in which they remained subservient to key 
male figures in their lives, including their fathers, husband, and children (sons).  
The research on traditional, conservative South Asian family systems suggests that 
deviant choices are not encouraged, and there are limited resources and recourses for individuals 
who dare to defy the codes of their community. Social issues such as domestic abuse and 
exploitation exist within the South Asian community as they do within any ethnic or racial 
community, but they are not addressed openly for fear of bringing shame upon the community 
and tarnishing the community’s image as a model minority. Das Gupta (1997) found her 
participants having to negotiate these constrictive roles, and concluded, “There is no rupture in 
patriarchal power with migration, merely its reconfiguration” (p. 587). 
Thus, the model minority myth serves as a toxin in the psyche of individuals and 
communities that prescribe to its tenets. Hope exists, however, as there is evidence of South 
Asians engaging in more critical analyses of their success and their acculturation processes. This 
is discussed in following sections in this literature review.  
Critical Explanations for South Asian American Success 
By looking at statistics alone, it is tempting to conclude that Asian Americans, and 
particularly South Asian Americans, are academically gifted and their innate brilliance is to be 
credited for their economic success. We have seen how South Asian Americans may buy into 
this explanation for their own success, disregarding any structural advantages they may have 
received. In this section, I shed light on some of the specific structural advantages of South Asian 
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American success and offer critical explanations for academic achievement that provide more 
nuance and complexity to their motivations.  
Structural Advantages: Hyperselectivity and High Selectivity  
Lee and Zhou (2015) defined “educational selectivity” as immigrants’ average number of 
years of educational attainment compared to the average for their co-ethnics in their country of 
origin. The high degree of positive selection for highly educated Asian Indians in America 
creates a perception that all Indians are highly educated, ignoring the reality that the majority of 
Indians in India receive an average of five years of schooling (Feliciano, 2005; Ghosh, 2014). 
Lee and Zhou (2015) advanced the idea of educational selectivity by introducing the concept of 
“hyper-selectivity,” which includes two dimensions of above-average educational attainment as 
measured by the percentage of bachelors’ degrees attained by ethnic groups. When referring to 
Asian American groups as “hyper-selected” in America, it is suggested that they are above 
average when compared to not just their peers in their country of origin, but also to their non-co-
ethnic peers in their host country. South Asians are hyper-selected to the U.S., with 76% of them 
entering the country with a bachelor’s degree or higher (Zong & Batalova, 2019), and 70% of 
them entering on H1-B visas, visas designed for specialty occupations particularly concentrated 
in the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Asians also make up 
the largest percentage of international students in higher education in the United States, and 
Indians make up over 13% of the international student population, a 174% increase in their 
number over the last decade (Zong & Batalova, 2019). The financial capital and legal and 
cultural expertise it takes to emigrate to the United States coincides with educational expertise. It 
is expensive to travel from Asian countries to America, and even more expensive to attend 
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schools in the U.S. as international students. The American Dream is attainable to only select 
Asians in their home countries; often those who already have an academic and economic 
advantage in their home country, or a familial connection in the United States.  
Hyper-selected ethnic groups such as South Asians, comprised of a mix of recent 
immigrants, temporary workers, and multiple generations, provide for each other a wealth of 
ethnic capital, or resources that are cultivated within their community designed to assist with 
upward mobility. While they bring with them unique customs, languages, and behaviors that may 
be incompatible with a White American way of life, they enjoy a head start to success in many 
ways, having acquired English as a primary or second language due to their status as previously 
colonial subjects, having secured an educational and financial baseline before emigrating, and 
likely having family and friend networks established in America to provide support upon arrival.  
The “Success Frame” 
Lee and Zhou (2015) argued that first-generation, immigrant Asian Americans created a 
“success frame,” or a definition for success that was narrow, specific, and linear. In this frame, 
Asian Americans were centered in their definition of success, as opposed to White Americans as 
their reference group. Asian Americans defined success as obtaining a “good education,” but had 
a very specific definition of what that meant. Lee and Zhou indicated, “High school is 
mandatory; college is an expectation; and an advanced degree is essential to success” (p. 54). 
The emphasis on an advanced degree was in part because Asian Americans defined the four 
major career areas that indicated success: medicine, law, science, and engineering.  
Asian American parents protected themselves from intergenerational pushback by 
placing their expectations for success along a continuum, making the concept of success relative 
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to their location. In India, for example, high school students take national exams to place them in 
highly selective colleges. The Indian Institute of Technology, or IIT, is a highly selective 
network of universities designed to produce India’s top engineers, with an admission rate of 2% 
(Najar, 2011). Students report studying for hours beyond their general school day, with 
supplemental tutoring classes and school courses on weekends as well, with the hopes of 
admission into IIT and other elite universities. Unlike American universities, many of Asia’s top 
universities rely solely on hard metrics and quantitative data for admissions, rather than legacies, 
interviews, essays, or personal recommendations. Asian American parents often pointed out to 
their children that the academic workload in America was casual compared to that in their Asian 
home countries, thus placing their expectations on a continuum where the expectations were not 
seen as extreme (Kahlon, 2015).  
While on first glance this may be perceived as internalizing the model minority myth, in 
reality, it was borne out of a realization Asian American parents had regarding race relations and 
limited upward mobility in the country. First, Asian Americans realized that their entrance to this 
country was largely predicated on having achieved a certain level of education themselves. 
Second, Asian American parents recognized that despite the many advantages their children may 
have had, they were still subject to prejudice and racial discrimination. In educational settings, 
South Asian American parents may have encouraged their children to practice self-discipline and 
distancing strategies rather than confrontational approaches to problems because they did not 
want to challenge a system, create a negative reputation, or jeopardize good standing (Saran, 
2007). When thinking about careers, they believed that fields such as medicine, science, and 
engineering required skills that were less likely to induce biased behavior from employers and 
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clients compared to creative fields such the arts. To protect their children from “subjective 
evaluation” in which they may be treated unfairly, Asian parents employed a low-risk, 
conservative approach to ensuring their success (Lee & Zhou, 2015).  
In a similar analysis, Dhingra (2018), when researching the motivations of parents of 
highly successful South Asian students, unearthed the deeply seated trauma of having grown up 
in a country whose infrastructure was crippled by colonial rule and lay at the mercy of 
postcolonial economics. Individuals who were able to emigrate to the United States had to fight 
incredibly hard for resources that were exceedingly scarce. Education was not only a tool for 
upward mobility, it was a means of survival. In America, these South Asians were not blind to 
the realities of racism. They understood education to be a vehicle to economic mobility in a 
country where very few options were actually viable for minorities and competition for lucrative 
positions in colleges, universities, and workplaces was fierce. Recognizing their limited social 
and political connections, their unfamiliarity with sports and other niche activities, South Asian 
parents curated experiences for their children from a limited scope of opportunities.  
The alternative explanations to make sense of South Asian American success suggest that 
South Asian Americans had to find social-political-economic workarounds to White supremacist 
and capitalist structures. The difference between the success frame and the model minority myth 
is that the success frame was an outcome of Asian immigrants’ fight to survive and prosper in 
America, and the myth alleged that no such fight exists. The mechanisms by which first 
generation and immigrant Asian Americans ensured success included an emphasis on effort and 
perceivably “safe” career choices to protect their children from racial prejudice and 
discrimination. They built and sustained ethnic networks and support systems that worked across 
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class lines because the mainstream networks denied them access. By the assumptions of the 
model minority myth, no such strategies would have been necessary as Asian Americans, by 
some genetic miracle, won the achievement lottery.  
The Experiences of Asian Americans in Education 
We now shift our attention to focus on K–12 Asian American students and educators to 
understand what their experience as students of color was like, what factors enabled them to 
enter the teaching profession, and how they experienced the teaching profession, considering 
prevailing stereotypes such as the model minority myth would discourage this career trajectory. 
In their discussion on Asian American teachers’ experience in the profession, Goodwin et 
al. (2006) reflected on the messages sent and not sent about Asian Americans in education: “Is 
there a need for teachers of color but not for Asian teachers? Is there a push for multicultural 
curricula but not for Asian cultural curricula?” Another way to ask this would be, when we mean 
“teachers of color,” do we include Asian American teachers? When we mean “students of color,” 
do we include Asian American students? The research did not always suggest “yes” as an answer 
to both those questions. In education, “students of color” and “teachers of color” are terms coded 
to mean primarily Black and Latino populations (Morita-Mullaney & Greene, 2015; Wing, 
2007). Not recognizing Asian Americans as ethnic minorities is a form of rendering them 
invisible, which Sue et al. (2009) recognized as another form of microinvalidation. The 
invisibility of Asian Americans in education reform discourse means they are marginalized in a 
discourse aimed to increase educational equity, which is an ironic act of social injustice. An 
assumption rooted in the model minority myth underlies their exclusion, which is that Asian 
American students, educators, and their experiences are simply not in need of being 
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problematized in education research. High academic achievement rates, low attrition rates, low 
reports of disciplinary issues, learning differences, and social aggression suggest that this is  a 
group that must be doing just fine in American schools. However, we do not know that which we 
do not research. The limited amount of research on Asian Americans in education reveal that 
Asian American educators do exist, albeit in underrepresented numbers (Philip, 2014; 
Ramanathan, 2006), low-achieving and Asian American struggling do students exist, in larger 
numbers than we imagine (Lee, 1994, 1996, 2009; Lee et al., 2017), and Asian American 
students who are doing well academically do exist, yet with much more complex lives and 
racialized experiences in school than we know (Ghosh, 2015; Lee et al., 2017).  
The Experiences of Asian American Students  
The most consistent targets of any discussion on model minorities are Asian American 
students, as most of the salient points of the stereotype revolve around youth behaviors such as 
academic achievement and deferential attitudes. Thus, the literature on the experience of Asian 
American students has illustrated the many ways in which Asian Americans have been racialized 
in schools, as well as the ways in which they have resisted racialization tactics to preserve their 
hybrid identities.  
Schools are central sites of racialization. They are the primary spaces in which young 
people learn about power relations and differentials and ways in which White supremacy is 
maintained through things like racial representation (or lack thereof) in curriculum, in the student 
body, and in the educator body, the ways in which certain racial groups are treated by teachers 
and students, and the kinds of behaviors that are valued and assist in upward mobility (Lee et al., 
2017). For many immigrant students, schools are also the primary spaces in which they are 
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acculturated to White norms (Asher, 2001). Immigrant families rely on schools to teach students 
the concrete and hidden codes for surviving and thriving in America. If the codes that Asian 
American students learn are steeped in a racialized context, these students end up in a position 
where they inevitably internalize and perpetuate racist ideologies. The racialization of Asian 
Americans in schools occurs in various ways.   
Being Placed in a Black-White Binary 
First, Asian Americans and South Asian Americans are seldom seen as an ethnic group 
without a reference point (Black or White), and depending on history, context, and viewer, can 
be seen as “more black” or “more white,” or simply the “ambiguous non-whites” (Kibria, 1998). 
In sharing her participants’ responses to the question of identity, Purkayastha (2005) revealed 
experiences of South Asian American children whose early memories of racialization revealed 
this clunky classification. In one instance, a participant remembered the first time he was called 
the n-word by a fellow student in the third grade. He remembers,  
Someone mentioned to me offhand in that it meant a piece of shit. So I was like, okay, you know, 
fine, then you can be a n----- too and I was talking to a white person. And he said no, it’s because 
you look like a piece of shit, that’s why you’re a n-----. And he pointed to his arm. (p. 29)    
 
As a child, this participant made an attempt to rework a pejorative only to be taught that 
the dominant racial group was the only one who has the power to use language to render people 
as the Other. In this instance, he was certainly classified as more Black than White, and was 
specifically dehumanized (through the use of the n-word) presumably because of his darker skin 
tone. In her study on Khmer and Lao students, Uy (2018) revealed deeply unsettling attitudes 
from teachers toward their Southeast Asian students. Teachers classified students who wore 
baggy clothes, listened to rap, or drove fast cars as “edgier” and “bad” students, without 
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attempting to reach out to them to engage them in learning. On the other hand, Khmer and Lao 
students who were readily engaged in school were considered “good” students. The implicit 
message in these classifications was that being a high achiever and engaging in school activities 
were normative White behaviors and engaging in socially oppositional behavior was “gang 
banger (p. 416) behavior,” also codified as Black.  
Asian American students do not have control over the placement nor the permanency of 
their “honorary White” status and are not only relegated to being “more Black” at times, but also 
more “foreign” at times. Illustrative of this is the example of the treatment of South Asian 
American spelling bee champions. Ghosh (2015) acutely pointed out that South Asian American 
students were seen as admirable in their ability to work hard and be studious until they surpassed 
their White peers academically. When they started to win national academic competitions, all of 
a sudden, their American identity disappeared in media portrayals. The spelling bee champions 
became “Indian” winners rather than “Indian American,” suggesting that a non-White ethnic 
group who dominated this academic competition was foreign, not American. One conveniently 
forgot that Indian American students who win spelling bees represented American schools and 
were playing as representatives of America.  
What emerges is a fickle pattern of racializing Asian Americans and South Asian 
Americans depending on different sets of characteristics in a way that, regardless of placement 
on the Black-White binary, always serves to dehumanize and other them. When judged by 
phenotypical characteristics, they present as non-White. When judged by accomplishments, they 
present as White-normed, but White-normed either in relation to perceived Black deficits or as a 
threat to White establishments.  
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Being Subjugated to the Model Minority Stereotype  
Second, teachers often erroneously attribute model minority traits to all Asian Americans 
which completes a self-fulfilling prophecy of the myth and results in deep tensions amongst 
Asian Americans and between Asian Americans and other racial groups. For example, Pang 
(2006) noted that teachers often overlooked Asian American students when calling on students to 
verbally participate in class discussion, further fueling the assumption that Asian American 
students were quiet or poor English speakers. Perera and Chang (2014) found that Asian 
American students reported perceiving expectations of perfectionism from their teachers and 
friends as much as they did from their parents. The pressure to strive for perfect has many 
detrimental effects on Asian Americans. It fuels competitive rather than cooperative behavior 
within the group, it increases levels of stress and anxiety, and it prevents students from engaging 
in a diverse and rich school experience by forcing them to remain myopically focused on 
academic achievement (Cheng, 2013; Pang, 1991; Perera & Chang, 2014). Another study 
documented a school with a large multi-ethnic population where severe tensions existed between 
Asian American and Black and Latino students (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). Because the 
teachers at this school used the model minority stereotype to discipline non-Asian students, 
Asian Americans were targets of frustration outside of the classroom. They were physically 
harassed, verbally put down, and excluded from most co-curricular opportunities because they 
were perceived to be treated more favorably by teachers. In a related vein, Pang (2006) noted 
that administrators were less likely to address racial hostility against Asian Americans, ignoring 
cases of harassment or rationalizing it as non-threatening behavior. Thus, being racialized as 
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docile, quiet, and hard-working was not necessarily advantageous for Asian American students. 
These characteristics manifested themselves as threatening to their psychological wellbeing, as 
well as threatening to their relationships with other students of color.  
Relatedly, Asian American students may take cues from their teachers and perform a 
model minority identity if they see that it affords them security and validation in class, despite 
the detrimental effects it has on their wellbeing. Saran (2007) noted that South Asian American 
students classified themselves as always working hard, making sacrifices, being good kids, 
respecting their teachers, and being model students. They believed the model minority stereotype 
was an accurate reflection of who they were, despite also recognizing that they sometimes faced 
resentment from their White peers and teachers for being smart. Asian American students also 
admitted that good grades were not easy to attain; they had to work incredibly hard to keep up 
with expectations without much teacher support (Wing, 2007). In one example, an Asian 
American student failed three classes her freshman year and felt that her teachers didn’t even 
notice. When she was struggling in an Algebra class, her teacher minimized it by advising her to 
get help from the student sitting in front of her (who happened to be Chinese) even though that 
student was struggling as well (Nguyen, 2014). These examples point to the ways in which the 
model minority myth veil Asian American students who are struggling, resulting in Asian 
American students slipping through the cracks when they may have benefitted from learning 
services such as ELL classes, IEPs, special needs accommodations, tutoring, and more.  
Resisting Stereotypes 
The research on Asian American students revealed some glimmer of hope for their 
relationship to their ethnic identity. Although many studies documented the ways in which Asian 
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American students were racialized in their school systems, they also demonstrated ways in which 
Asian American students actively resisted homogenizing and essentializing tactics. Some 
students purposefully chose to identify with hyphenated identities to claim their American 
identity (e.g., identifying as “Khmerican,” “Indian American,” etc.) (Asher, 2001; Saran, 2007; 
Uy, 2018). Students were aware of the ways in which they code-switched between home and 
school lives, preserving cultural values and ways of being with their ethnic community and 
performing in White-normed ways in school (Lee et al., 2017; Mehra, 2003; Uy, 2018). Others 
were actively involved in ethnic affinity groups and were more critically conscious and 
politically active, especially as they became high school and college students (Osajima, 2006; 
Wing, 2007).  
Ultimately, what the research revealed was that Asian American students were at the 
receiving end of problematic stereotypes and racializing processes that resulted in negative 
school experiences. While their test scores may have suggested high academic achievement, 
qualitative data revealed that not only was the achievement data not generalizable, but also that 
by focusing solely on Asian Americans’ academic achievement, educators overlooked other 
important aspects of their lived realities that were just as important to consider in a school 
setting.  
The Experiences of Asian American Educators  
The research on Asian American educators predominantly explored two topics: one, the 
conflict surrounding Asian American educators’ decisions to teach, including reasons why they 
may have been discouraged from choosing education as a career field, and two, Asian American 
educators’ experiences in schools when they did enter as teachers and administrators.  
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First, it is important to highlight what specifically it is about education as a career field 
that is not supported by the success frame or model minority myth. This can be confusing as 
Asian Americans placed an emphasis on education as the route to a successful future, so the 
concept of education was revered and held sacred. Research suggested many reasons education 
was a contested professional space for Asian Americans: they felt inadequate working with 
students of other races (Chow, 2017; Philip, 2014), they feared failure due to lack of support and 
mentorship (Chow, 2017; Ramanathan, 2006), they experienced discrimination from students, 
parents, and colleagues (Goodwin et al., 2006; Newton, 2003; Rong & Goetz, 1989), and they 
faced parental pressure to secure a high-status and high-paying career (Asher, 2001; Gordon, 
2000; Philip 2014; Rong & Goetz, 1989). Additionally, many Asian Americans felt that the 
racial discourse as driven by the model minority myth implied that Asian Americans did not 
belong in professions such as teaching (Chow, 2017; Endo, 2015). There is a distinction to be 
made here––for Asian Americans to fear they do not belong in a profession is different than the 
assumption that they choose not to belong because they dismiss the field. This fear of not 
belonging was traced back to four main reasons.  
Being Rendered Invisible 
First, Asian Americans were rendered invisible over and over again in racial discourse 
and in daily commentary about the struggles and experiences of Americans. Because they were 
assumed to be doing well academically and economically, there was an assumption that there is 
no need to study them or to seek uniqueness in them as individuals or as ethnic groups (Endo, 
2015; Lee et al.; 2017). Relatedly, Asian American educators often found themselves spending 
disproportionate time legitimizing their presence in schools as educators and leaders simply 
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because they were not seen as viable professionals in their schools. In a study on Asian 
American female principals, Liang and Liou (2018) learned that despite being older and having 
more experience than the average principal in their district, these principals constantly battled 
perceptions of doubt about their leadership credentials. Assumptions about their ability to speak 
English and speak it charmingly as a leader, their ability as Asian American women to take care 
in male-dominated leadership meetings and make authoritative decisions, and their ability to 
connect and build relationships with different constituencies was constantly questioned. Morita-
Mullaney & Greene (2015) examined Asian American veteran teachers, who, despite holding 
multiple degrees and having taught for several years, continuously had to prove themselves as 
competent in their field, as leaders in their departments, and as appropriately versed to advocate 
for their students of color. While they were established community members in their school, they 
reported being overlooked for leadership positions, their ability to speak English was often 
questioned by parents, and they were oftentimes confused for “the other Asian teacher” or of 
being from another Asian ethnic background (e.g., assumed to be Japanese when they were 
Chinese). These educators worked hard to dismantle the myth in their classrooms in order to 
prove to their students, colleagues, and parents that they have the skill set and the passion to 
teach across subjects, across race, and across age.  
Facing Discrimination 
Asian Americans educators reported unhealthy work environments in which they faced 
microaggressions and overt discrimination. Asian American teachers shared that they often faced 
similar biases as teachers as they did as students; they felt stereotyped by their students and their 
colleagues as educators who had poor classroom management skills, as educators who were best 
  67 
suited to teach math or science, as educators who could not speak English well and relatedly 
were foreigners or outsiders to American culture, and as educators who did not have authority or 
expertise working with students (Chow 2017; Endo, 2015; Lee & Zhou, 2015; Philip, 2014). In 
one study, students in a teacher education program shared that the group that had the hardest 
time teaching was Asian males since “they just have all sorts of problems with authority” (Philip, 
2014). Here, at the intersection of race and gender, Asian American males found themselves 
battling a common stereotype of them as emasculated, invisible, and undesirable, by both 
students and colleagues. Some Asian American teachers found that the way they were 
acculturated to show respect to teachers was through deep reverence (a function of a Confucian 
philosophy toward education) and a commitment to follow a teacher’s word and guidance 
without question. This understanding of what it meant to respect a teacher often conflicted with 
their experiences in the classroom, where they perceived student pushback, casual comport 
suggesting no power differential between student and educator, and a philosophy that teachers 
must earn their students’ respect through convincing them they are engaging and challenging 
(Nguyen, 2008).  
Not Being Validated as People and Allies of Color 
Third, some Asian American teachers reported feeling inadequate to connect across racial 
boundaries, and the model minority myth fueled the assumption that Asian American teachers 
were not invested in uplifting urban communities and were not interested in advocating for other 
students of color (Dhingra, 2007). Students deemed Asian Americans as “culturally suspect,” not 
quite being able to place them as educators of color who may provide windows and mirrors to 
their students’ experiences. Asian American teachers report that they are not readily seen by their 
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Black and Latinx students as educators who can connect in meaningful ways to them, and found 
they had to counter model minority stereotypes that their students applied to them into the 
classroom (Choi, 2018; Newton, 2003). In one instance, a teacher shared that she was able to 
earn trust from her Black and Latino students when she was able to prove to them that she shared 
a similar class identity as them (Chow, 2017). In another instance, some Asian American 
teachers felt they had to actively perform against stereotypes to prove they were more American. 
In Choi’s (2018) study of Korean American social studies teachers, he described a teacher who 
felt he had to be extra loud and gregarious walking down the hallways to actively counter the 
image of the docile Asian American. Lee (2013) found that one South Asian American teacher 
actively chose to hide any markers of his religious or cultural identity for fear that he would be 
seen as trying to force his values or beliefs onto his students. These examples suggest that Asian 
American educators did not have always have explicit or implicit support to bring their full 
identities into the classroom. This is an issue of concern if we are to believe that truly 
transformative educators are able to link their personal lives and positionality with their identities 
as teachers.  
Additionally, teachers reported that they had to fight the assumption that they were “honorary 
Whites” and thus privileged. Ramanathan’s (2006) participants saw themselves as interlocutors 
between their White and Black colleagues and students. Belonging to neither side, they were 
seen as neutral, color-blind, or color-partial, depending on the incident. While some teachers 
may see this as a benefit of their identity, this idea that Asian Americans fall outside the color 
lines only reinforces their invisibility as a racial group in this profession. Ramanathan also found 
that the Asian American teachers in her study appeared to maintain the status quo rather than 
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position themselves as social justice activists at their school sites. She cautioned, however, that 
“for change to be effected, a critical mass has to be achieved” (p. 34). The Asian American 
teachers in her study were often one of only a handful, if not the only one of their ethnicity, in 
their school sites. To position themselves as disruptors of the status quo may have been too risky, 
resulting in further alienation from their colleagues and administrators.  
Personal Sacrifice 
Finally, choosing to teach meant facing difficult personal ramifications for some Asian 
Americans. Gordon (2000) learned that a major detrimental factor for Asian Americans choosing 
education as a career was parental messages of dissatisfaction and disapproval for this choice. In 
Lee and Zhou’s (2015) study of the Asian American interviewees who shared ways in which 
they rejected the success frame, many were teachers. They shared that by choosing education as 
a profession, they were cast as the “black sheep” of their family or were not bragged about by 
their parents for their choices brought shame or dishonor upon their family. For them, choosing a 
career off-menu was a major risk in which they may have lost familial ties, financial support, 
community validation, and ethnic affiliation. Because many Asian American families 
emphasized the value of education by sacrificing considerable time, money, and energy into 
providing academic opportunities for their children, when they found their children chose 
education rather than careers that offered more upward mobility, financial security, or prestige, it 
was seen as a rejection of Asian American family and family values (Gordon, 2000). It is 
understandable that for ethnic groups for whom familial loyalty, respect for elders, and 
community harmony are major cultural values, choosing a career that is not seen by a community 
as honorable would be considered highly disrespectful and a threat to cultural integrity.  
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Teaching for Social Justice 
It is evident that many Asian Americans did not find the path to education as a career an easy 
or celebrated one. Their experiences as educators suggested that they were just as vulnerable to 
stereotypes, racial discrimination, and professionally isolating experiences as other teachers of 
color. Yet, at the same time, Asian American educators also reported healthy challenge, 
satisfaction, and purpose in their work in schools. Indeed, many of them entered the profession 
with a deep commitment to social justice and a calling to serve others. Liang and Liou (2018) 
reported that Asian American female administrators in their study demonstrated a strong sense of 
purpose for social justice and led from this purpose rather than a model minority framework. 
They had high expectations for learning and teaching, centered relationships, and practiced a 
servant leadership style. Similarly, in Chow’s (2017) study, the Southeast Asian American 
educators committed to working with low-income students because they saw themselves 
reflected in the students and they wanted to provide them with opportunities they did not have. 
These students were not racially matched to them, but the educators were able to make 
connections across race by drawing on life experiences that were similar across other identity 
markers, such as immigration history and class status. Pang (2006) described in detail the 
characteristics of Asian American educators who engaged in a caring pedagogy as they identified 
needs that were not being met for their South Asian students and then stepped in to serve them. 
They recognized how to center Asian American students’ needs by updating curriculum to 
reflect more Asian American stories, being sensitive to cultural behaviors that manifested in the 
classroom, and actively intervening in racially charged situations toward Asian Americans. Choi 
described one educator who thought he “could model himself after Paolo Freire and lift students 
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out of their oppression [by] developing critical thinking” (p. 110) and specifically focused on 
serving ELL students whom he felt he could relate to and advocate for. In fact, many Asian 
American educators who chose to teach in communities of color and in low-income communities 
did so because they felt a connection to those communities, and felt that they had something to 
offer because they felt a deeper relationship to their students than their students may have 
initially been aware of. This suggests that Asian Americans do not all congregate in ivory towers 
or elite spaces. Many Asian American educators were drawn to the profession because they felt 
they had the ability to correct for negative experiences in their own education, such as being left 
out of the curriculum, being racialized by their teachers, being ostracized or bullied by their 
peers, or struggling quietly without support in academics (Goodwin et al, 2006; Newton, 2003; 
Nguyen, 2014). This is consistent with what we know to be true of the motivations of Black and 
Latinx teachers who enter to teach for social justice as well (Berta-Ávila, 2003; Matias, 2013).  
It is clear that there are Asian American educators in schools who are doing their best to 
serve students but are struggling to fit in and feel supported, and there are Asian American 
educators who have a deep commitment to social justice and see themselves as active 
changemakers and relational beings in their schools. These educators recognize their value and 
worth in the classroom as key in holding high expectations for their students, ensuring all 
students are seen and heard, and creating critical spaces in their classrooms. But for whatever 
reason, they are either underrepresented in research, or are truly such a small numerical minority 
that they have been co-opted into larger conversations about teachers of color in general.  
Perhaps because the model minority myth scrubs away diverse stories for the purpose of a 
singular story and a singular racial identity, Asian Americans find it difficult to be seen in spaces 
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that are not assumed to be their dominant fields (math, science, engineering). These trepidations 
point to a larger systemic framework of racial injustice within which the model minority myth 
fuels segregation and leaves out an entire population of potential educators whose presence in a 
classroom can serve as a powerful tool to combat stereotypes. So then the question remains, 
considering the personal and social deterrents at play, how do South Asian Americans develop 
their understanding of identity, what tenets of salient identity stereotypes do they internalize, 
reject, negotiate, or rework in this process, and how does this identity development influence and 
shape their motivations for teaching and leading for social justice? Specifically, how do South 
Asian American educators’ understanding of their ethnic and racial identity interplay with their 
practice as critically conscious educators?  
Understanding the Need for Critically Conscious Educators 
Before I explore South Asian American educators’ ethnic identity and its impact on their 
practice as critically conscious educators, it behooves us take to a moment to understand why we 
need critically conscious educators in American schools in the first place. The research on the 
importance of increasing teachers of color in the pipeline is tremendous. In this final section of 
the literature review, I look at the case that is made for investing in critical teachers of color and 
where South Asian American educators fit in this argument.  
Why We Need More Teachers of Color 
It has been well documented that the teaching profession has remained overwhelmingly 
White (over 80%), despite decades of various initiatives to attract and retain racially diverse 
candidates (Carver-Thomas, 2017; Ingersoll et al., 2018). This has implications on students’ 
experiences in school, particularly for nearly half the population who identifies as students of 
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color, and who will, eventually, surpass their white peers in number (Carver-Thomas, 2017). The 
reasons for investing in recruiting and retaining teachers of color are compelling. They are, first 
and foremost, more inclined to commit to working with students of color and furthermore, work 
with them with a humanistic orientation, viewing students of color through an asset-based lens 
and believing that students of color can succeed when provided high expectations and high 
support (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). They tend to be perceived more 
favorably by all students not just for their rapport but also their ability to produce high results on 
tests, improve attendance, reduce retention, and encourage college pursuits (Achinstein & 
Ogawa, 2011; Cherng & Halpin, 2016). They tend to enter the profession to support students of 
color because of their own lived experiences in schools (Philip & Zavala, 2016), committing to 
rectifying issues of racism and other social oppression (Kohli & Pizarro, 2016) and introducing 
non-Eurocentric pedagogies and curricula in order to “disrupt often one-sided portrayals of the 
world,” (Childs, 2019; Pang, 2006). They serve as cultural and linguistic brokers connecting 
their students, families, and communities, to schools (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011, Villegas & 
Irvine, 2010). By intimately understanding their students’ multiple identities, they are able to 
serve as cultural role models, revealing the hidden rules and codes to accessing power and 
providing insight on how to combat stereotypes and navigate racializing phenomena (Cherng & 
Halpin, 2016). Finally, they provide opportunities for students across cultures to learn and 
connect with each other. In fact, many teachers of color can translate their experiences across 
racial and ethnic lines to connect with students who do not match them racially (2016), creating 
classroom environments with higher levels of multicultural awareness.  
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The research on teachers of color holds them in overwhelmingly high regard for what 
they are able to provide students across race. However, the underlying assumption in these 
studies is that teachers of color are critically conscious and social justice-oriented by default, 
which is how they are able to connect deeply with students and produce favorable results. Yet, 
simply being a teacher of color does not guarantee such successes in school. It is necessary to 
qualify teachers of color as critically conscious in order to be transformative agents.   
What Constitutes “Critical Consciousness” in Teachers  
Teachers of color who are critically conscious contextualize their racial identity in a 
larger conversation about structural inequities and demonstrate clear, actionable ways in which 
they counter social oppressions for their students (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Kohli & Pizarro, 
2016). There are a few characteristics that emerge in the literature on critically conscious 
teachers.  
Engaging in Self-Reflection 
The practice of “critical consciousness” requires first and foremost, a deep reflection of 
one’s own identity and social positions. Self-reflection is critical in order to unearth the ways in 
which one makes meaning of the world, their implicit biases and blind spots, their traumas and 
coping mechanisms, and their patterns of thoughts and behaviors in relation to others (Gay 
Kirkland, 2003; hooks, 1994; Pour-Khorshid, 2018). The self-awareness that reflection brings 
about is critical in order to prevent perpetuating ideas and practices of the dominant oppressive 
culture. For example, well-intentioned teachers may believe that by stating “I don’t see race, I 
just see students,” or that “good teaching is good teaching,” they are creating equitable 
classrooms (Uy, 2018). Without having examined what allows them to ignore how race is a 
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factor that students of color cannot ignore, or that all teaching practices reflect personal biases 
and preferences, these teachers only further White supremacy in their classrooms. Metz (2018) 
refers to an educator’s “cultural biography,” or the life experiences that they bring into a 
classroom that influences what they teach and how they teach it.  
Embodying a Critical Approach in Life.  
Relatedly, critically conscious teachers embody critical consciousness as persons, not just 
professionals. In other words, they embody a critical approach to their personal lives and 
interactions with others, inside and outside of schools (Kohli et al., 2019). It is likely that 
critically conscious teachers have been awakened to their critical consciousness long before 
actually entering the classroom, even though formalized experiences in their professional spaces 
may help in refining and updating their beliefs and approaches to teaching. Gay and Kirkland 
(2003) simply stated that critically conscious teachers “know who they are as people” (p. 181).  
Using Transgressive Approaches to Teaching and Learning.  
bell hooks used the term “transgress” to describe a type of education that leads to 
liberation. Specifically, to transgress means “moving past boundaries, the right to choice, to truth 
telling and critical consciousness, the right to recognize limitations, the shift of paradigms, and 
the desire to “know” beyond what is readily perceptible.” (Florence, 1998, p. xvii). Transgressive 
approaches can be considered approaches to teaching and learning that counter hierarchical 
structures, engage students with passion and joy, and empower students to change their 
circumstances. Critically conscious teachers actively approach curriculum and pedagogical 
choices with a commitment to upending Eurocentric presentations and hegemonic attitudes. They 
are aware of the “hidden curriculum,” teach their students to notice it, and then find ways to 
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bring in counternarratives and diverse perspectives to paint a more accurate picture of their 
subject (Durden et al., 2014). They take opportunities to highlight to their students the political 
and social benefits of critically questioning what is presented as factual or real. They approach 
teaching from a “problem-posing” perspective in which they engage with students in a dialogical 
process, mutually learning from each other in community (Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994). They 
advocate for policies that humanize students rather than control them, such as restorative 
discipline policies over punitive ones (Cherry-McDaniel, 2019).  
Developing Skills to Survive Supremacist Institutions 
Finally, critically conscious educators are able to develop ways to survive in toxic school 
environments given that their work often positions them as oppositional to administration even 
though they work with the intention to bridge divides. Cherry-McDaniel (2019) referred to the 
pitfall of “settler teacher syndrome,” where teachers of color resort to favoring the tactics of the 
dominant (settler colonial) culture because they think adopting the ways of the oppressor must be 
the way only way to survive the system. What marks critically conscious teachers separate from 
other teachers who develop coping mechanisms to survive in schools is that critically conscious 
teachers’ coping mechanisms do not betray their overall mission and vision for transforming 
education. Philip & Zavala (2016) called this developing a “micropolitical literacy,” or strategies 
to transform institutions while learning to live within them. Pour-Khourshid (2018) referred to 
this as “fugivity,” or a way to exist as subversive intellectuals in institutions without being a part 
of the institutions in which they teach.  
The research on critically conscious educators does not presuppose a racial identity. In 
fact, just as being a teacher of color does not automatically make one critically conscious, being 
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White does not automatically disqualify one from being critically conscious. However, this study 
focuses on exploring the identities of critically conscious South Asian American educators. As 
people of color with unique cultural capital and deeply racialized experiences, they hold 
tremendous potential to lead and teach with a critical lens. We now turn to understanding how a 
select group of South Asian American educators made sense of their ethnic identity and 
embodied critical consciousness in their lives and practice.  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
This research study was concerned with the problem that South Asian Americans are not 
typically viewed by society at large or by their own ethnic community to enter education, and if 
so, much less as teachers and leaders for social justice. In other words, when conjuring up an 
image of a teacher of color who is teaching with a social justice lens, a South Asian American 
teacher may not readily come to mind. Conversely, when imagining a career linked to South 
Asian Americans, education may not readily come to mind. This study thus aimed to shed light 
on the seemingly nonexistent category of justice-oriented South Asian American educators, and 
to specifically understand their life trajectories leading to their work.  
By unearthing participants’ meaning-making of key aspects of their lives as they relate to 
their racial and/or ethnic development and explore possible links between this meaning-making 
and their choice to enter education as a career field, the study aimed to provide a fuller picture of 
the motivations that compel South Asian American educators to teach and lead with a social 
justice lens.  
Research Question 
This study attempted to answer: How do South Asian American educators’ understanding 
of their ethnic and racial identity interplay with their practice as critically conscious educators?  
Methodology Rationale 
A qualitative research design was utilized to address the research question. This was an 
important aspect of the research design in keeping within the tenets of Critical Race Theory as I 
sought to elevate the voices of a non-dominant group by centering the stories of my participants, 
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who are of South Asian descent and therefore part of a minority ethnic and racial group in 
America, and particularly minoritized in the field of education. A narrative approach utilizing 
semi-structured interviews served best to elicit and legitimize the stories of the participants’ 
upbringing and their career trajectories.  
 Because the study focused on the meaning-making of identity and decisions by the 
participant, it was important to structure a conversation between the researcher and participant in 
a way that allowed the participant to engage in a natural unearthing of their own understanding 
without giving away a prescribed definition or analysis of a phenomenon to the participant. It 
was also important to ensure that the participants were held through the process of elucidating 
their perspectives. Critical Race Theory reminds us that subordinated groups and individuals 
have not historically had spaces (in research and in practice) in which to verbalize their 
perspective or understanding of phenomena. Because I could not predict where in the journey of 
self-discovery, analysis, and explanation of self the participants were, and because the topic of 
this research centers around unearthing alternative narratives and perspectives to a dominant one, 
I, as researcher, aimed to ensure my interview process gave space for personal discoveries and 
epiphanies. In order to achieve this, I engaged in a semi-structured interview process with the 
participants. In a semi-structured interview, the researcher may ask follow-up questions that are 
influenced by participants’ prior answers (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). By giving the participant 
the opportunity to explore their answers in a way that make sense to them and fulfill them, I 
aimed to ensure richly developed and layered responses.   
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Sample Recruitment 
This study sought participants who identified as South Asian American K–12 educators 
from around the nation. Participants were primarily recruited through purposive methods, 
specifically convenience and snowball sampling. They were initially recruited from two 
Facebook (social media) groups, and at the end of each interview, the participant was asked to 
share any referrals for other educators whom they thought would be interested in being 
interviewed and who matched the participation criteria. Additionally, in both these online 
groups, it was possible for a member to “tag” a friend or someone who they know may be 
interested in the topic. This is a modern interpretation of snowball sampling, which I took into 
consideration as I posted my call for participants in both groups.  
The first group was the Asian American Affinity Group for the People of Color 
Conference (PoCC), a major conference put on by the National Association of Independent 
Schools (NAIS ) for educators of color to address issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion at 
their schools. At this annual conference, educators convene in affinity groups to discuss 
education-related topics through the lens of their particular race or ethnicity and serve as a 
support and resource group for each other. The affinity groups have social media pages and 
membership to these pages are restricted to those who identify with the group and who have 
participated in the conference. This is a group I was part of, as a previous member of an NAIS 
school who had attended the PoCC conference and identified racially and ethnically with this 
affinity group. As the researcher, I held the assumption that educators who self-select into this 
conference and choose to attend the South Asian affinity group space are likely those who have 
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engaged in some identity work and are interested in being change agents at their school and 
would thus prove to be promising participants for this study.  
The second group was called The Little Brown Diary. The group description states it is “a 
community for likeminded South Asian millennial women living in North America. A platform 
to share, inspire, and collaborate.” It was also a group in which I had membership, and because it 
had reached its maximum member capacity (20,000), I held the assumption that there was a 
reasonable likelihood that some of the members in this group would be in education. While this 
group was designed specifically for women, I asked in my post for members to share this 
information with anyone they knew to be educators in a K–12 setting who embodied a social 
justice approach to their work.  
The recruitment language was concise and outlined the basic criteria needed to be a 
participant, which was to be a K–12 educator, identify as South Asian American, and identify as 
someone who taught with a social justice positionality. Upon receiving a message or email from 
an interested individual and after consent forms were obtained, they received an interview 
invitation in which demographic questions were embedded to confirm their eligibility. (Please 
see Appendix A for the specific recruitment language.) 
Participants 
The initial recruitment effort through the social media group yielded 42 interested 
individuals. Of the 42 individuals, 14 individuals completed the demographic questionnaire and 
signed up for interviews. Of the 14 who signed up, 12 participants completed their interviews; 
the other two did not show up for their interviews.  
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I chose to eliminate one participant from the final data set because they identified as a 
first-year teacher through Teach for America (TFA), who, within their interview, admitted that 
their long-term goal was to enter law school after their TFA fellowship was over. Because my 
goal was to explore the identity of South Asian American educators who had committed to 
teaching (without specifying what “commitment” looked like in terms of number of years in 
education), I did not feel their answers were reliable considering their long-term motivations 
which, at the time of the interview, were known to them. I also chose to include one participant 
who stated they were teaching at an international school in a different country, but that it was 
their first year teaching there, and they moved for specific reasons that did not contradict their 
motivations to teach and lead for social justice. At the time of the interview, they were just a few 
weeks into teaching in this new setting and were able to recall with a fresh memory their 
extensive experience in a public school setting in an urban metropolis in the United States.  
Ultimately, my participant sample consisted of 11 educators from across the nation, of 
different genders, teaching in a variety of school settings (private, charter, public, and 
international) across multiple states (and two countries). Further specifics on participants will be 
shared in Chapter 4.  
Data Collection Procedure 
Interested participants were provided consent documents and a brief discussion of the 
study via email (see Appendix B for consent documents). This was also when they were 
provided an opportunity to ask any questions they had about the study, such as any concerns 
about confidentiality. Upon completion of the consent documents, they were provided with a link 
to a calendaring app through which they could select a time slot to reserve for an online non-
  83 
video conference call (phone) interview. This online survey allowed me to include questions I 
needed answered before going in to the interview. The questions I chose to ask were basic 
demographic questions that I could review before committing to the interview to make sure my 
participants were meeting the criteria I had specified. They shared the name and location of the 
school in which they were employed, the school type, the number of years they spent in 
education, and how they identified in terms of their ethnicity.  
Interviews were set for a 60-minute time block. However, every interview lasted longer 
than the allocated time, with the longest interview being three hours long (split into two sessions) 
and the majority of them being 90 minutes long. Around the 15-minute mark before ending, I 
paused the participant and let them know where I was in my interview questions, and asked them 
if they would like to continue and go over time, or if they wanted to stop and reschedule. In all 
cases, the participants were willing to go over time. (Please see Appendix C for interview 
questions.)   
The interviews occurred over the span of one month, between mid-September and mid-
October 2019. They were scheduled for weeknights or weekends. I kept in mind that the start of 
a school year was typically a high-stress time for teachers, and they were quite likely overbooked 
with various back-to-school events. Therefore, I gave participants availability until the end of 
November. However, all participants chose to interview within the first month of availability 
provided. 
Data Recording and Confidentiality Measures 
Participants were interviewed through an online conference service called GoToMeeting. 
I subscribed to a premium service which allowed me extra security measures in keeping their 
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data safe. All interviews were recorded through this service and were stored in my account which 
I could access with a password. Additionally, the service provided a transcribing service, so that 
all the recorded interviews were also automatically transcribed.  
Because the content of the interview included words that are not in mainstream American 
English (e.g., South Asian names, words in Hindi, Urdu, or the colloquial “Hinglish” a mish-
mash of Hindi and English), I copied the transcripts and cleaned them up on Google documents. 
These documents were also saved in a password-protected account.  
Because many of the participants were often only one of their ethnicity in their school, it 
was a challenging task to ensure that all identifying factors were eliminated in the sharing of my 
findings. While all participant names and locations are coded with pseudonyms and generalized 
descriptors, participants’ anecdotes were often rich and painted vivid pictures of their identity 
development and experience as educators. In order to mitigate the theoretical possibility that a 
reader may recognize a participant, I shared my draft of my findings with my participants to 
ensure that not only was my analysis in line with their interpretations, but also that information 
that I chose to share was acceptable to share and not threatening to their identity according to 
them.  
Emic Perspective, Trust, and Reflexivity in the Interview Process 
As with any study situated in a constructivist worldview, the researcher must recognize 
how their own background, assumptions, biases, and positionality interplay with and influence 
their data gathering methods and their interpretations or analyses of data (Creswell, 2014). My 
role as a researcher with a partially emic perspective on my participants, I acknowledge this 
study was also influenced by my trajectory and motivations to lead for social justice as a South 
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Asian educator. My own positionality as a female, cisgender, first generation, South Asian 
American, middle class, educator, to name a few identity markers, and my own points of entry 
into my identity development, were a major impetus for this study. Because “a researcher’s self, 
or identity in a situation, intertwines with his or her understanding of the object of investigation” 
(Peshkin, 2000, p. 5), I recognize that my subjectivity was linked to my design as well as my 
interpretation of the study. I brought to light my own process of meaning-making of the research 
design as well as the participants’ responses as they were positioned against mine by engaging in 
in a self-reflexive analysis.  
I share that I had a partially emic perspective because I am aware that as a South Asian 
American, I do not represent the entirety of the South Asian American experience, and in fact, in 
many instances, I represent hegemonic forces within the South Asian community. This became 
evident in many of my interviews, and I noted my connections or lack of connections based on 
my own experiences in my memos after each interview. For instance, I grew up in a suburb of 
Los Angeles with a high concentration of Asian American and South Asian American families, 
and never felt my South Asian identity come into question, be challenged, mocked, or ridiculed 
as a child. This was different than the experience of many of my other participants. My parents 
were not academics or professionals (my dad owned a business and my mom was a homemaker), 
which was also different than most of my participants. Because of the nature of my father’s 
business, at times my family enjoyed financial security, and at times we didn’t. I speak, read, and 
write Hindi fluently, and identify as Indian and Hindu––all three of these identity markers signal 
privilege as they are dominant groups in the South Asian and South Asian American community. 
I am a relatively light-skinned female, which is a sign of privilege and accessibility in a culture 
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where colorism and internalized racism are major phenomena and can influence the extent to 
which one is viewed as a person of color and/or is in alignment with Whiteness and its’ benefits.  
Because a South Asian individual’s first and last name may convey important details 
about their identity (e.g., their religion and caste), it was possible that my participants made some 
assumptions about who I was and where I was from based on this information. For example, 
“Radhika” is a distinctly Hindu name as it refers to a Hindu deity, and it is not customary for a 
Muslim to be named as such. Within the context of the interview, however, I did not share with 
my participants the explicit ways in which I differed or related to them. What participants were 
able to do, however, was speak to me using terms they assumed I knew because of our shared 
South Asian affinity. Most of them also did not go through the process of explaining a tradition 
or custom the way South Asians often do to those who do not share their ethnic background. 
They were also often looking for validation to their experience as they were sharing stories of 
their childhood, often indicated by their semi-rhetorical questions like, “Right?” or qualifying 
statements like, “I’m sure you know…” at the beginning or end of their anecdote, suggesting that 
what they were talking about felt like universal or common experiences to them. I knew that by 
validating their experiences, I could have led participants to biased responses in turn and a false 
and potentially unethical sense of connection with me as the researcher. Instead, in moments 
where I could tell participants were eager to share more, I encouraged them with more measured 
validating responses, such as, “That sounds important, tell me more.”  
In order to earn participants’ trust at the onset of the interview, I shared with them the 
work I did as Dean of Students and my motivation for studying South Asian American educator 
experiences, which is that I believe we are not “on the map” in academia and ought to be. My 
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participants seemed to respond sympathetically to this notion, as many of them shared in 
response how exciting and refreshing it felt to be acknowledged for their work in this field. 
Additionally, many of the participants and I shared a common network being part of an affinity 
group space at a conference for independent schools. While I only knew one of the participants 
personally before entering the interview process, it is possible that my name and face was 
familiar to them before the interview because of the small network that was common to them and 
me. While I made it clear that I was interviewing them in my capacity as a researcher and was 
bound by a sense of ethics that comes with research, I believe my ability to connect with them as 
a K–12 educator, South Asian American, and female (in the interviews with other females), 
proved assets to gaining participants’ trust.   
Data Tool (Interview Protocol) 
The interview protocol consisted of 19 questions with sub-questions designed as follow-
up, or probing questions, in case participants’ responses did not capture the data within their 
initial response. I also made room for probing questions to organically develop, and by utilizing 
a semi-structured interview approach, I was able to follow-up on responses that were promising 
threads for more information. This approach also ensured I humanized my participants and 
entered the research process with them, as a robotic approach to questions is not in line with the 
philosophy of centering marginalized voices (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I also primed myself to 
maintain an intimate level of sensitivity to responses that were more poignant or difficult to 
recall because of their emotional weight. The ability to tailor my responses and emotional affect 
to participants was due in part to my potential shared experience or shared knowledge, and also 
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in part to my conversation facilitation skills in cross-cultural communication and conflict 
resolution, skills I employ in my day-to-day work as a Dean of Students.  
The interview questions were grouped in categories complementary to Accapadi’s Point 
of Entry Model for Asian American Identity Consciousness (2012). The categories were then 
organized to allow participants to share narratives that progressed somewhat chronologically. For 
example, the initial set of questions centered around participants’ parents’ immigrant experience. 
This paved the way to talk about key values and beliefs that were upheld in their home. The next 
set of questions centered around ethnic attachment and the key features of their ethnic identity 
that participants loved or disliked. Thus, questions progressed in a natural way from exploring 
immigrant identity, to ethnic attachment, to familial influence, to other social identities, which 
included and concluded with the identity of an educator for social justice (see Appendix A for 
the full interview protocol).  
Data Analysis 
The data were analyzed using an inductive thematic analysis process. First, I transcribed 
the audio interviews using software, and then cleaned up the transcriptions by re-listening to the 
audio and editing the transcripts. Next, I read through the interviews and my memos, and began a 
first round of coding for themes that I generalized under larger category “buckets,” such as 
“ethnic attachment” “feelings toward teaching” and “examples of social justice.” I reviewed each 
interview and reviewed and revised codes three times. These categories were continuously 
revised and the coded segments were continuously placed and re-placed until consistent themes 
emerged to produce a through-line that chronicled participants’ ethnic identity development to 
critical consciousness as an educator for social justice. Along the way, I pulled out quotes that 
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were particularly illustrative of each theme. Ultimately, participant responses fell under two 
broad categories that were used to divide the findings in Chapter 4: participants’ reflections on 
their South Asian American identity, and participants’ actions as South Asian American 
educators for social justice.  
Credibility (Validity) and Consistency (Reliability) 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that internal validity (credibility) “hinges on the 
meaning of reality” (p. 242). However, the concepts of “reality” and “truth” are contested, fluid, 
and highly subjective. Thus, in this study, it is not so much the “reality” that I assumed existed as 
an objective entity to discover, but rather participants’ constructions of reality, and how they 
made meaning of their world and their experiences. Merriam and Tisdell suggested to engage in 
adequate data collection, or more specifically, engage in data collection until data and emerging 
themes feel saturated; that is, “you begin to see and hear the same things over and over again, 
and no new information surfaces as you collect data” (p. 246). In conducting in-depth interviews 
with 11 participants, it was clear to me that repeated patterns were emerging even before I began 
the data interpretation process. Upon reviewing the initial memos I wrote for each interview, the 
potential themes became more promising. It was also necessary for me to examine my own 
biases as I entered the interview and data analysis process, and I made a point to practice this at 
the debriefing of each interview in my memos, where I wrote my own reactions to the 
interviews, places where I felt a sense of connection and relatability, a sense of lack-of-
connection, and noting when I felt I ran the risk of favoring a participant response or of making 
subconscious assumptions of their experiences being more like mine.  
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It was important in order to maintain a level of consistency and reliability that I asked the 
questions in the specific order designed in the protocol. As I progressed with the interviews, I 
began to see patterns in how participants opened up more and more as they felt the questions 
start of safe and personal, and then progress toward deeper, and somewhat challenging, inquiry, 
confirming the commitment to asking questions in the same order for each interview, and 
eliminating none of them. 
Limitations of the Study 
There were a few limitations to this study. First, it was not possible with 11 participants, 
nor would it have been with even significantly more, to come to an accurate or definitive account 
of the “South Asian American experience.” Immigration status, socioeconomic status, 
geography, accessibility, gender, sexuality, and socio-political or temporal contexts are just a few 
factors that greatly influence the experience of South Asian Americans who choose to enter the 
teaching profession. For example, my participants were all first generation (children of 
immigrants who grew up in America), who grew up generally within the ‘80s to early 2000s. 
Their experiences may be different than the experience of immigrants or post-millennials. 
Relatedly, it is worth mentioning that the term “South Asian American” itself is a racialized and 
politicized term more than it is an ethnically-binding or culturally relevant one. Within the South 
Asian umbrella, cultural practices and norms, religion, language, and worldviews differ 
markedly. Views toward education as a profession, values around service and community, or the 
concept of social justice, can be traced back to or be influenced by certain South Asian religions 
or cultural values and norms, or they may not have any resonating soundboard or reference point 
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at all. Therefore, to generalize the findings of this study to broad swaths of South Asian 
Americans would be essentializing.  
Second, the majority of the participants in this study were female. If the study had more 
male participants, themes may have emerged that would suggest gender roles to intersect with 
ethnic identity for males as much as for females.  
Third, the majority of the participants in this study worked in private schools. While 
participants were recruited from two major social media groups, one of the groups was 
exclusively for Asian American educators in private schools, this yielding a higher concentration 
of educators from the private school setting. This study did not explicitly explore South Asian 
American educators’ motivations for teaching in private school settings as opposed to a public 
school setting, although some participants voluntarily shared their reasoning in response to other 
questions. Therefore, the context for many participants’ understanding of self as a social justice 
oriented-educator is that of a private school, which comes with its own set of challenges and 
assumptions as they relate to social justice.  
Finally, the data were limited to participants’ access to their own memories and their own 
interpretation of events. Simply by recounting and talking about prior events, consciousness 
develops, shifts, and changes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). While rich data were obtained through 
the interviews, it bears keeping in mind that the accounts by participants were not triangulated by 
other sources, such as documents, observations, or focus groups. 
Summary 
Using a qualitative design, this study explored South Asian American educators’ 
understanding of their ethnic and racial identity and the interplay of their identity with their 
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practice as critically conscious educators. In-depth interviews were conducted with participants 
to elicit rich narratives on their childhood, their upbringing, values and beliefs transmitted to 
them by their parents, families, and other community structures, their school experience, the 
journeys that led to choose teaching as a profession, and how they taught and led for social 
justice in their school contexts. I engaged in a deep and consistent reflexive process after each 
interview to assess my biases or influences in the interview process, as well as my own meaning-
making of the questions as a participant in the research myself. Findings were shared with select 
participants to ensure my analysis was in line with their interpretation and understanding of their 
shared stories. The next chapter will discuss the findings from this study and the relevant themes 
that emerged through the interviews.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
FINDINGS  
 
This study explored the question, how do South Asian American educators’ 
understanding of their ethnic and racial identity interplay with their practice as critically 
conscious educators?  
The interview questions were conceptualized and organized by “point of entry” into 
Asian American Identity Consciousness (Accapadi, 2012) and were presented in a specific order 
to start with an account of participants’ South Asian identity development, then progress toward 
their identity as a South Asian educator, and then finally as an educator for social justice. The 
participant responses were coded to reflect participants’ critical consciousness development, 
which was broken up into two components: action and reflection. Table 1 summarizes this 
breakdown. 
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Table 1 
Categories and Themes for Interview Questions and Responses 
Questions Point of Entry Focus Categories Themes 
#1-3 Demographic Data ---  
#4-9 Ethnic Attachment 
 
Immigration History 
 
Self as Other 
Reflection;  
Identity as a South Asian 
American  
Demonstrating a positive 
regard for ethnic identity 
 
Experiencing racialization as 
an “other”  
 
Articulating a sociopolitical 
stance as a South Asian 
American  
 
#10-12 Familial Influence 
 
Reflection;  
Identity as a South Asian 
American 
 
Action;  
Identity as a South Asian 
American educator 
 
Demonstrating a positive 
regard for ethnic identity 
 
 
Using values to guide 
professional decisions 
 
#13-14 External Influences and 
Perceptions 
 
 
Action;  
Identity as a South Asian 
American educator 
Using values to guide 
professional decisions 
 
#15-19 Other Social Identities 
 
Action;  
Identity as a South Asian 
American educator for social 
justice 
 
Orienting work around issues 
of race and relationships 
 
 
The findings in this chapter are organized into two sections: “Reflection” and “Action” in 
order to be read in the context of the main theoretical framework that guides this study, critical 
consciousness. To reflect in a critically conscious sense means to be able to engage in a complex 
thought process in which one is able to recognize and name individual and systemic oppressions 
and analyze the conditions under which the oppressions are experienced (Freire, 1970). 
Additionally, the reflection is as much inward as it is outward; an individual engages in an 
analysis of their own thought patterns, behaviors, and responses to situations to deepen their self-
awareness (hooks, 1994). To act in a critically conscious sense means to actively work toward 
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dismantling systems of oppression and co-creating systems and spaces in which others’ full 
selves can flourish and also be empowered to enact change (Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994). As such, 
in order to elucidate how participants’ identities interplayed with their practice as critically 
conscious educators, I categorized their responses under these two facets of the framework.  
Demographic Data 
 
Participants comprised a highly diverse group along geographical settings, cultural 
backgrounds, and work roles. The majority of participants were female (n = 8), and the majority 
of participants worked in independent schools (n = 8). The average years of teaching experience 
in the group was 12 years. Nine participants grew up in states across America, and two spent a 
portion of their childhood growing up in other countries before arriving to America. Nonetheless, 
all participants identified as second generation, which for the purposes of this study, was defined 
as being children of immigrants and spending the majority of their life growing up in this 
country. Pseudonyms were given to all participants names and in some cases, geographic 
locations. Table 2 provides an overview of participants’ demographic details. 
The responses to the interview questions are divided into two sections in this chapter. 
Section 1 reveals participants’ reflections on their ethnic identity. Section 2 explores the ways 
participants put into action their values and beliefs, as influenced by their ethnic identity, as 
educators for social justice. The chapter ends with a summary of the findings as they relate to the 
research question. 
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Table 2 
Participants’ Demographic Details 
Name Gender 
Preferred 
identity 
moniker 
Growing up 
location 
Current 
school job 
Current 
school type 
Current 
school 
location 
Number 
of years 
teaching 
Arjun  M South Asian, 
American 
West Coast 
suburb 
Middle 
school 
teacher 
Private 
school 
West Coast 
urban  
12 
Ayesha F South Asian, 
Indian, 
Muslim  
West Coast 
suburb 
Elementary 
school 
teacher 
Private 
school 
West Coast 
suburb 
13 
Deepika F Indian 
American 
West Coast 
urban  
Elementary 
school 
teacher 
Private 
School  
West Coast 
urban  
4 
Dilip M Desi 
American 
West Coast 
rural  
High school 
teacher, 
administrator 
Private 
school 
West Coast 
urban  
11 
Jasmeet  F Indian 
American, 
Sikh  
England, 
West Coast 
suburb 
Elementary 
school 
teacher 
Public school West Coast 
suburb 
15 
Jaya F Indian 
American, 
Gujrati  
Southwest 
suburb 
Middle 
school 
teacher 
Charter 
school 
Southwest 
urban   
11 
Juhi F Canadian, 
Indian, Parsi 
Canada, 
urban  
Elementary 
school 
teacher 
Montessori 
school 
Southwest 
urban  
20  
Prabhas M Asian Indian  Midwest 
rural 
High school 
administrator 
Private 
school 
West Coast 
urban 
19 
Priya F South Asian, 
Desi 
West Coast  
rural  
Middle 
school 
teacher 
Charter 
school 
West Coast 
urban 
6 
Rekha F South Asian 
American, 
Indian 
American 
East Coast 
suburb 
Middle 
School 
administrator 
Private 
school 
East Coast 
urban 
14 
Sayuri F South Asian 
American, 
Tamil Sri 
Lankan 
Midwest 
rural,  
East Coast 
suburb 
High school 
teacher 
International 
school 
South 
American 
Country 
10  
 
Participants’ Reflections on Their South Asian American Identity 
In this section, I report how participants reflected on their ethnic and racial identity in 
various ways. Three themes emerged. First, participants revealed deep affinity for their ethnicity 
and adopted an asset-based view of their culture in White-dominated (and hegemonically White-
normed) contexts. This was evident through the ways they maintained their various tangible and 
ideological aspects of their culture’s customs, norms, and values. Second, participants shared 
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experiences that racialized them as the unassimilable “other,” and analyzed these experiences as 
racist rather than internalize the deficit-based messages embedded in these experiences. Third, 
participants articulated a sociopolitical stance as a South Asian American, suggesting that they 
understood their ethnic identity both in American and South Asian social, historical, and political 
contexts. They explained reasons behind why they chose to identify using specific identity 
monikers and shared some of the critical issues they had with messages and values perpetuated 
within their ethnic community or about their community. By articulating a positive regard for 
their ethnic identity and a critique of the ways in which their identity was racialized, as well as 
expressing an understanding of how their ethnic identity fit into a larger conversation about race 
and identity, participants were able to establish the reflective self-awareness that is a necessary 
component of developing critical consciousness.  
Demonstrating a Positive Regard for Ethnic Identity  
To understand participants’ affinity for their ethnic identity, I examined the ways in 
which participants engaged with their ethnicity through experiences, customs, and practices 
unique to South Asian American culture. I used Zaretta Hammond’s (2015) definitions of 
surface, shallow, and deep culture to subtheme the cultural experiences that influenced 
participants’ sense of ethnic identity. Hammond defines surface level culture as “observable and 
concrete elements of culture, such as food, dress, music, and holidays” (p. 22). These concrete 
elements are “surface level” as they tend to live at the surface of a culture and are accessible to 
observe and experience across racial and ethnic groups. “Shallow culture” is made up of “the 
unspoken rules around everyday societal interactions and norms” (p. 22). It is the level at which 
we put into action our deep cultural values. Similarly, “deep culture” refers to “tacit knowledge 
and unconscious assumptions that govern our worldview” (p. 23). This includes views of the 
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cosmos, spirituality, and theories of community interaction. Surface, shallow, and deep cultural 
markers were explored through the following questions: What do you love about being South 
Asian American?, What do you dislike about being South Asian American?, and, How, if at all, 
do you connect with your ancestral roots?  
Surface Level Cultural Connections 
When asked “What do you love about being Indian?” and “How, if at all, do you connect 
to your ancestral roots?” participants responded by sharing both tangible and ideological 
connections. 
Every single participant replied emphatically, and almost immediately, with “food” as a 
feature they loved about being Indian. At the most basic level, food was flavorful and filling. 
More symbolically, however, food brought family and friends together to share in and preserve 
ethnic traditions, and the customs and practices around food were passed down to generations. 
Dilip connected his love for food with a memory of his mother’s ability to acculturate:    
I grew up in rural Oregon state where there were not too many Indian people. So my mom would 
frequently have to buy other things at the grocery store that were close [ingredients] and so I took that 
mindset on and make all these weird fusion food concoctions, like I know how to make a pretty mean tater 
tot samosa.  
 
Preparing an Indian dish “authentically” was not a preoccupation Dilip wrapped himself up in, 
perhaps due to a creative and whimsical nature, but also likely due to the fact that “authenticity” 
was not a luxury afforded to his mother. Growing up in a White-normed context, Dilip observed 
his mother adapt to the limitations imposed by White supremacy by developing creative ways to 
preserve her ethnic roots (through food) while incorporating White American cultural elements. 
By experience and exposure, Dilip developed a knack for infusing Desi flavors to foods that 
were patently American, allowing food symbolize his bicultural identity.  
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In another vein, food for Sayuri was an important symbol not just for her ethnic identity, 
but also as a means to connect with other ethnic identities: 
I was also the person for the Latinx and Black kids, we talked about being melanated or particularly being 
from an island nation. I also grew up with plantains and coconuts and mangos. That was a key similarity we 
had. Or spicy food. All the kids and I talked about spicy food. Or curry was also common amongst the 
Caribbean kids and me. The South Asian influence of dosa, of curry, of all of that in Trinidad and 
Caribbean countries.  
 
Sayuri was unable to identify with her Black and Latinx students on a racial or ethnic level. 
However, she was able to develop relationships with them by exploring elements of culture that 
were similar and meaningful to both her students and her. For immigrant students of color, an 
invitation to converse about “spicy food” can serve as an implicit nod of affirmation for a unique 
cultural identifier that is often a source of mockery in Eurocentric contexts. Students who do not 
have exposure toward certain spices and heat in foods may find the food unappealing or inedible 
and thereby may place negative judgment on that type of food through verbal and nonverbal 
language. The distaste for an ethnic group’s foods can translate to distaste and disdain for all 
things associated with that ethnic group, rendering that ethnic group as an unassimilable “other.” 
By utilizing food as a bridge between her culture and that of her Caribbean American students, 
Sayuri called in and normalized marginalized students and their cultures in an example of 
decentering White privilege.  
“Bollywood” and “music” were cited as important connecting anchors for four 
participants each, serving as more than entertainment. Bollywood and Indian music (classical or 
pop) were in some cases transmitters of cultural knowledge and language, and in some cases the 
backdrop against which family connections and customs took place.  
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For Arjun, not only was watching Bollywood films a way to spend time with family, but 
these films were deeply influential on his life goals: 
One of the big things that Mom and Dad did that I think tied us to culture was on Saturdays we would do 
like a single or double feature Bollywood night. We would watch any movie and they would have the 
family would get together on Saturday. There was an Indian actor named Amitabh Bachchan who always 
sort of embodied the role of a police officer. And so because I watched a lot, I thought it was super cool. 
Something because of his acting, I was like, hey, man, I want to get into law enforcement.  
 
Arjun found inspiration and identity in an iconic Bollywood celebrity, an Indian man who had 
features he could relate to, spoke a language he was familiar with, and embodied a profession 
that he admired. Because it was not likely that Arjun was able to find representation from 
celebrities on mainstream American television, Bollywood films served as a protective factor for 
his identity development, providing him with aspirations and role models. More symbolically, 
Bollywood films were a tool by which families of participants like Arjun transmitted cultural 
values and maintained cultural norms and practices in White-normed contexts.  
On the other hand, Bollywood was not a source of connection for everyone, and because 
of that, exacerbated feelings of isolation when participants were in South Asian spaces:  
Bollywood was never a thing in my house… when I started to be in situations where there were like 
majority Indian people my age who had grown up here, I felt disconnected because I didn’t feel like I had 
those typical experiences. (Rekha) 
 
I grew up with a family that is like a product of media with colorism, so I think that’s one reason why I 
never watched many Bollywood movies was ‘cuz I could not stop being aware, ‘cuz no one in the movies 
looked like my family. My exposure to Bollywood movies were from my North Indian friends in college, 
and they were like, you have to watch this movie, and I was like, everyone in this movie is white! And 
they’re like, they’re not white, they’re Desi! I was like, I don’t know a single person who looks like that in 
my South Asian family. (Sayuri) 
 
Bollywood films are predominantly featured in North Indian states, are mostly in Hindi, with 
actors who are overwhelmingly light-skinned. While there is increasing diversity in Bollywood 
movie storylines and actors, the majority of mainstream Bollywood movie plots center around 
stock love stories or contexts of privilege. Rekha did not find Bollywood movies to be a source 
of cultural stimulation for her because these movies were not fixtures growing up, and she found 
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little relation in the content of these films to her social-political beliefs. Sayuri’s experience 
reminds us of the diversity of the South Asian experience and the fact that what is assumed to be 
a universal connecting point for South Asians is, in fact not.  
A love for clothing, jewelry, weddings, festivities, and other “colorful” elements of the 
culture were cited by six participants as a point of connection.  
I love being able to glam it up when I go to a party because in my day-to-day life, I’m so basic and my 
regular closet is like, you know, black, white, and navy blue. But the Indian side is really fun, it’s fun to be 
a woman and you know, just be girly. (Jasmeet) 
  
Wardrobe choices on the surface may seem superficial, but they actually held deeper meaning 
for the participants. Visible markers of ethnic affiliation, such as clothing, hair (styles), or 
religious symbols are obvious markers of difference in White-normed contexts. When 
individuals of ethnic minority groups feel the pressure to assimilate, they often give up these 
cultural markers in order to appeal to status quo sensibilities about dress and comport. For 
example, Jasmeet’s wardrobe reflected what was considered professional by her workplace 
standards, but not reflective of her South Asian roots. She relegated South Asian clothing and 
jewelry to special events such as parties that by nature are fewer and far between, rather than 
integrating South Asian elements into her daily wear. She practiced cultural code-switching, 
making salient the different sides to her hyphenated identity (Indian-American) depending on the 
context. On the other hand, some participants, such as Sayuri, proudly incorporated “loud colors” 
and “gold” into their daily wardrobe decisions, in an effort to celebrate their ethnic identity, 
being completely at ease with standing out. For them, blending in visible markers of ethnicity 
into their daily contexts was an act of resistance against assimilation.  
There were mixed reports of exposure to and ability to speak the ancestral language. 
While eight participants shared that their parents spoke to them regularly in their mother tongue, 
thus exposing them to a primary language (e.g., Hindu, Urdu, Gujrati), only three participants 
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were able to speak the language fluently themselves. Three participants’ families spoke English 
almost exclusively at home, and for these participants, English was their first language. Rekha 
explained that her parents’ native languages were Marathi and Konkani, which are regional 
languages. She challenged the assumption that all Indians speak Hindi with this fact. Perhaps 
because there was no reason to learn Hindi for their day-to-day interactions, she added, “I think 
because they grew up in Mumbai and went to English-speaking schools, my parents don’t really 
speak Hindi at home. My mom would say like she failed Hindi in school.” Similarly, Sayuri’s 
parents did not have a personal connection to Tamil, her ancestral language, because of the 
effects of colonialism and classism:  
My parents grew up speaking English as a first language, even in Sri Lanka because they knew it was a 
way of being part of the upper class and being part of the educated class. They spoke English not only 
professionally but at home… I ascribed it to my family being Sri Lankan and coming with a refugee 
mindset. My parents were full-throated embrace of everything America. We’re not teaching you any Tamil, 
we’re never going back. I think [this is so] because specifically they were forced out of the country by 
effectively genocide and the government’s quota systems. (Sayuri) 
 
Sayuri’s relationship (or lack thereof) to her ancestral language was impacted by complex 
assimilation experiences, as is the case for many immigrants. Being disenfranchised of one’s 
language as a means to survive in a dominant society is an example of the trauma that is 
embedded in assimilation, which is often a form of cultural violence. Sayuri’s inability to speak 
Tamil was a function of her family’s careful negotiations within social hierarchies, primarily to 
survive genocide, and then furthermore to thrive socially and economically in America.  
Shallow Level Cultural Connections 
Participants were asked, “Share some key values and beliefs that your family has passed 
down that have really stuck with you.” Most participants listed multiple values that they 
remembered being stated explicitly or practiced implicitly. Participants were able to reflect not 
just on the values that their parents passed down but were also able to share ways in which 
certain cultural values synchronized with social justice values.  
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The values most cited by participants centered around education, ethics and morals, and 
family. Values as they pertained to education related to the importance of maintaining a strong 
and focused work ethic toward schoolwork and career. Relatedly, the participants shared that 
their parents valued academic performance in school and the pursuit of higher education more 
than anything else. Values as they pertained to ethics and morals related to the idea of 
understanding one’s larger purpose in life; to do good for others and to strive for balance and 
equity in the world, either by service or through helping others achieve. Finally, values as they 
pertained to family related to the notion of respecting elders by deferring to them and treating 
them kindly and with importance and putting family first and family needs over individual needs. 
Table 3 shows a breakdown of the most commonly cited values. 
Table 3 
Values  
Value 
Number of 
participants 
Education 
Working hard/strong work ethic  
Valuing education above all else 
 
5 
5 
Ethics and morals 
Paying it forward/doing something for a larger purpose  
Being kind, treating others with love  
Integrity, doing the right thing   
 
3 
3 
3 
Family 
Respect for elders 
Sacrifice for family  
 
2 
3 
 
Many participants who reflected on the conversations around education painted a picture 
of their parents’ views supporting the model minority stereotype. For example, Priya claimed 
that the focus on education at home was constant. Conversations would be about what the kids 
did in school, homework, and report cards. She remembered, “Report cards were handed back 
and my parents were on top of it, and were always like, why did you get this grade. Why is your 
test score a B and not an A?” Similarly, Jaya shared her parents’ preoccupation with grades with 
the oft-cited joke, “My parents are definitely very, like, you know, ‘an A-minus is an Asian B’ 
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kind of thing.” The majority of participants shared that the idea of attending college was never a 
question but was rather a given. Milestones around education were not celebrated as much as 
they were expected.  
The importance of family was implied rather than talked about explicitly. The manner by 
which children were to speak to adults or factor them into decision-making was in a way that 
conveyed respect and deference. In addition, participants shared how their parents made 
sacrifices for their children, and how as children, they were expected to do the same for their 
siblings, elders, or extended family. Deepika gave an example of how “sacrifice” was considered 
not just natural, but ethically simply the right thing to do:  
My parents supported and helped my cousin get started here. He lived with our family for almost 10 years. 
My aunt and uncle immigrated from India with their two kids and they lived with us. So my parents were 
always helping and supporting other family members to either get to this country or to establish themselves 
and be successful…that’s stayed with me, that idea of ‘nobody has gained great success individually,’ like 
it has all happened because there’s been some kind of support system in place. 
 
Collectivist values, such as the belief that communities succeed when work is done to benefit 
groups rather than individuals, was at the core of the way participants were raised to view family. 
Most participants spoke of their childhood growing up without extensive community support 
systems. Deepika’s example illustrates that family served multiple purposes, including 
sometimes filling in for infrastructural or institutional support that these recent immigrants did 
not have the benefit of receiving.   
Related to the idea of serving family, many participants spoke of a code for living and 
working that connected individual pursuits to the betterment of society at large. What was 
interesting to note was that participants recalled their parents’ words on the sense of ethics and 
moral good very vividly. Rekha shared, “My dad would always say, ‘Don’t pull the ladder up 
after you’ve climbed it.’ Just because you make it, that’s not the end. The whole point of making 
it is that you support other people and help them climb the ladder.” Arjun reflected, “Dad would 
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always say if I give somebody my word I’m gonna follow through on that and you should as 
well. There was a real emphasis on doing the right things in society.” Rekha and Arjun’s fathers 
shared values with them that connected their individual actions to larger community goals, 
reinforcing collectivist norms. Juhi was able to tie her worldview toward serving others kindly 
and fairly to what she knew of her grandfather’s sense of morals and ethics:   
My grandfather was a superintendent of police in the south of India. If there were Hindu-Muslim fighting  
or riots in the villages they would call him because they knew he couldn’t be bribed and that he would be  
truthful and do good and have compassion. That’s been in our upbringing.  
 
Juhi went on to explain this to be an asset of her Zoroastrian faith. Not identifying as Hindu or 
Muslim not only gave her grandfather an air of neutrality, but more importantly, Zoroastrian 
principles guided him to be incorruptible and treat others with impartial judgement. Her 
admiration for such values was palpable in her recollection of how, and what type of, values 
were passed down to her.  
Dilip spoke intensively about the values at home around being service-oriented. He 
explained that his mother was a social worker and specifically advocated for children with 
disabilities because of his sister, who had a disability. In addition, his parents’ interpretation of 
religion centered service and doing good for humanity. He reflected, 
My mom instilled in my sister and me this idea that the reason that we’re on this Earth is because we can 
find a way to do something for it. So service has always been a really, really big thing with my parents. We 
would always volunteer growing up. Find a way to help with what you can whether that’s giving your time 
or giving your money.  
 
Similar to experiences around family, values around service were not simply stated, but also 
practiced. Dilip recalled that his family volunteered almost every weekend, and that on special 
occasions when they received money (birthdays, report cards, etc.), the kids were asked to set 
aside some money for a charity of their choice. Similar to Juhi, Dilip spoke with great fondness 
for a childhood that was focused on engaging with the community. Later, Dilip would go on to 
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share that his exposure to work that would uplift communities was a major driving force in his 
decision to teach.   
Deep Level Cultural Connections 
In response to the question “How, if at all, do you connect to your ancestral roots?”, 
specific responses yielded answers that pointed to travel (cultural immersion opportunities where 
participants learned the unspoken rules around norms and customs) and a personal interpretation 
of religion.  
Regular travel to India as children was a major way of connecting with their ancestral 
country for six participants, and India provided them a context in which they could not only learn 
and internalize the unspoken rules of Indian behavior and beliefs, but also experience a sense of 
belonging and validation. For many participants, it was the norm to travel to India for entire 
durations of summer vacation every or every other year to spend time with family as opposed to 
traveling as tourists. These were recalled as cherished times, when relationships with extended 
family members and loved ones were strengthened.  
I feel very lucky to have gone back to India many, many times…that gave me a really strong connection, I 
was really close with my maternal grandmother… spending time with her, and the one thing I used to love 
to do was when I was a kid I would look through old photo albums and have the elders explain to me what 
was going on. (Rekha) 
 
As kids we would always go back for the whole summer and spend that with grandparents and cousins and 
things like that. And when I was there, that’s when I felt, you know, just sort of more blended in, I didn’t 
really think about how I was different than others in the same in a way of just sort of skin color and things 
like that. (Prabhas) 
 
Rekha and Prabhas both shared examples of how trips to India were more about developing roots 
to culture and finding comfort and belonging in not just a geographical space, but also a social 
and relational space. In this sense, travel back to India was much like a “homecoming.” 
Similarly, for Sayuri, a singular trip back to Sri Lanka, her ancestral country, was pivotal in 
strengthening her sense of ethnic identity and belonging.  
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I went to Sri Lanka because I wanted to know so bad what it was like to be there. Of course, I was like a 
total American out of water for the summer that I worked there. But I so desperately wanted to feel a sense 
of connection to this place. It was wild. I actually loved being in Sri Lanka and there was so much that I 
loved about it, and I feel like there's this piece of me that always wanted to go there, always like known it, 
but whether it was the food, or the people, or the culture, there was something familiar that I had carried 
down with my parents, grandparents, that I didn’t know until I went there, and I lived there.  
 
Sayuri’s trip to Sri Lanka was particularly special for her because her parents left Sri Lanka as 
refugees and she was unable to return for years due to political conflict in the country. For her, 
returning to Sri Lanka was symbolic of reuniting with an estranged part of her.  
A personal interpretation of religion was a deep ethnic connection point for six 
participants. Each of the participants noted that when their religion was interpreted in a 
conservative, traditional, or superficial way, it did not serve as a point of connection. Rather, for 
five out of the six participants, the sense of identity and purpose they derived from their religion 
transcended proselytizing and was instead personal and spiritual. Dilip explained this position in 
detail:  
I have these gigantic Hindu tattoos. They are kind of reflections of what I would hear in the mornings 
staying at my family’s house in India. I have this consistent memory of being woken up by relatives in their 
little mandir praying loudly, ringing bells. People will look at my tattoos and be like whoa, so you’re like 
super hardcore Hindu, [but] my parents were what people would identify with the hippie movement in 
terms of their interpretation of Hinduism. Just how divergent the way we interpret the same scripture and 
my thought processes are compared to them. I try to live my life as a Hindu, but I understand I define that 
very differently than what appears to be the vast majority of Hindus I meet.  
 
Dilip associated his religion with treasured memories of his childhood in India. The time spent in 
India was associated with developing a strong cultural identity, and Hinduism facilitated that 
connection. His interpretation of Hinduism reflected his understanding of what Hindu scripture 
prescribed as guidelines for thought and behavior, rather than a politicized understanding 
espoused by more mainstream Hindus.  
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Similarly, Arjun spoke about a facet of Hinduism that was more connected to spiritual 
practice than to political ideology:  
Being somebody who's raised in Hinduism, I was exposed to an ideology that's very different than most 
Americans hear. That kind of built my love for mindfulness and meditation. And so as South Asian, it's sort 
of very easy when people ask me, like, hey, how did you get into meditation? I don't really have to qualify 
that because being an Indian person, meditation is part of that wheelhouse. And it became very easy to have 
that spiritual tie-in connection with mindfulness, meditation, which has had a huge impact on my life. And 
the way that I operate that makes me super proud. 
 
Meditation, a feature of Hindu spiritual practice, was a key component of Arjun’s daily practice 
as an individual conducting himself in the world. His spiritual faith was a source of pride for him 
because he liked the person he was because of his practice. His religious identity strengthened 
his affinity toward his ethnic identity, because he saw a clear link between his religion and his 
ethnic (South Asian) roots. Similarly, Juhi’s personal understanding of her religion, 
Zoroastrianism, was synchronous with how she operated in the world, especially as a teacher. 
She shared, “My values stem from religion. It’s about the god of wisdom and good knowledge, 
going through the path of righteousness, always following the path of good and using your mind 
and being truthful.” She further went on to elaborate that these values such as doing the right 
thing, being honest, and using one’s mind to critically think through problems are values she 
prioritizes in her classroom with her students. In other words, Juhi found no dissonance between 
Zoroastrian teachings and her interpretation and practice of it, and furthermore was able to 
integrate her religious beliefs into her professional philosophy. Finally, Ayesha shared of both 
her personal journey in her connection with God, and also how it compelled her to behave as a 
Muslim educator at her workplace.  
When I got to [the school], I was like, ‘Oh my God, people don’t know what Islam is here. And I want to 
be a representative of Islam. I want people to look at me and know I’m Muslim without having to ask me 
what religion I am or assuming what religion I am. …and the other part of it was, wanting to be closer to 
God. The older I get, the more I really think about what my relationship with God is. [Wearing the hijab] 
has given me a sense of empowerment. A sense of pride for me to say, you know, I am Muslim. There’s no 
denying that. I’m not trying to hide it anymore. Growing up there were entire periods of high school where 
I tried to shrink in corners and pretend I didn’t exist so that I’d fit in with my White American classmates.  
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Ayesha was keenly aware of how in childhood, wanting to blend in to the point where 
she denied her own major identity markers such as religion and ethnicity, was painful, 
reinforcing the notion that assimilation is, in many ways, a form of cultural violence. In 
adulthood, she no longer cared to distance herself from her values and was not ready to repeat as 
an adult educator the experience she had in school as a student, which was an indication of her 
developing critical consciousness. For her, embodying tenets of Islam were as important to her 
personal relationship with God as they were for her positioning as a non-Christian teacher at her 
school.  
As it related to participants’ ethnic identity, all participants were able to articulate 
multiple markers of ethnic identity, either at the surface, shallow, or deep level, from which they 
drew pride and comfort. Not all participants shared the same views toward all the cultural 
markers. For example, while Bollywood was a source of cultural connection for some 
participants, it was an alienating genre of entertainment for others. Relatedly, participants were 
able to find points of connection to their ethnic identity while remaining critical of certain 
aspects of it. This will be further detailed next. Finally, participants were able to sense how their 
ethnic and religious identity collided with the social-political backdrop of White supremacist 
systems and structures, which forced them to see their racialized identity as well. In some 
participants’ cases, this collision only further strengthened their pride for their ethnic and 
religious identity and gave them clarity around their ethnic practices as well as their professional 
ones. The concept of developing a racialized identity is further explored next.   
Experiencing Racialization as an “Other”  
To understand experiences that racialized participants as “others,” I examined the ways in 
which participants experienced feelings of racial isolation or microaggressions and overt and 
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covert racism in their community contexts. This was explored through the questions: “Can you 
share about where you grew up, and what your school experience was like?” and “Did you ever 
experience feeling pegged as an ‘other?’ If so, tell me a story about a time you experienced that.” 
Furthermore, I explored how participants made sense of their parents’ immigration experiences, 
which were largely colored by racially charged rhetoric and behaviors. This was elicited through 
the question: “Did your parents share stories of their immigrant experience with you? If so, what 
did they share?” Participants’ accounts of their parents’ experiences revealed a deep sensitivity 
to the assimilation and acculturation that was experienced.  
Racial Isolation in Community Contexts  
For the majority of participants, their neighborhoods and schools were predominantly White 
growing up. Seven out of 11 participants expressed they were one of just a few or the only one 
South Asian student in their class or grade, while four participants expressed a school experience 
that was richly diverse in terms of race and ethnicity. A major factor influencing geographical 
context for participants was their parents’ immigration experiences. The immigration histories of 
all the participants’ parents fit the immigration profile for most South Asians who arrived shortly 
after the 1965 Immigration Act. Nearly all participants had at least one parent (the father) who 
immigrated to America to pursue or complete graduate work or as a professional, with seven of 
the participants’ parents obtaining terminal degrees in medicine, engineering, or chemistry. 
Overwhelmingly, the participants’ mothers arrived on spousal visas often after their husbands 
arrived and settled in the country. The majority of participants’ parents arrived to obtain degrees 
or fill vacancies in positions that were in predominantly White, rural, or suburban communities.  
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Six participants shared that their geographical contexts, which were predominantly White 
towns and schools, exacerbated feelings of isolation, feeling misfit, or purposefully singled out. 
Ayesha shared,  
I joined theater because that was another club I could join. And that was good because it gave me a group of 
friends. It gave me people who are were a little more liberal, who were more open, but even within that 
openness I struggled with identity and who I was and tried to blend in the best as I could. Even though being 
one of the only non-White, non-Chinese kids, I did stick out.  
 
Ayesha knew trying to find a Muslim or even a South Asian friend group in her high school 
was going to be an impossible task. So, she resorted to focusing on other social identities and 
attempted to find friend groups in which she could experience some sense of belonging. Even 
though she found a group, she felt an incongruity that she could not shake, suggesting that while 
individuals espouse many different social identities, for many students race and ethnicity are 
often salient and central identity markers that cannot easily be compensated for by focusing on 
other identities.  
As it related to parents’ experiences, participants noted how their assimilation effort was 
marked with loneliness and microaggressions. Rekha reflected,  
My mom worked in finance and she used to call it an old boys’ club, where they would like go and play 
golf and do things… and she was never invited, and I don’t know that she ever really wanted to go do those 
things but she definitely felt clear that there was a difference that made her feel othered. When people 
assumed she didn’t speak English or was the maid…things like that.  
 
Deepika also reflected on her mother’s silent suffering of isolation in her early years as an 
immigrant:  
 
My mom married my father and left her entire family and moved to the States. She didn’t know anyone. 
Then she became pregnant with me and I’ve heard her story about delivering me where she was in a 
hospital room with nobody but nurses and doctors, by herself, about to have her first child. She never said 
that was scary, or that she didn’t have anyone, but I could feel in the way she was sharing with me that she 
did have that feeling and it was just not something that she would ever talk about in that way.  
 
While her mother was reflective of her difficulties adjusting to a life without support systems in 
America, Deepika still had to deduce more about her mother’s emotional reactions to the 
assimilation experience than her mother let on. This may be so partly because South Asian 
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immigrants of her parents’ generation may not have had the language and vocabulary to 
contextualize their experiences as racist, or perhaps because the parents may have felt it 
necessary to rationalize these incidents as par for the course of an immigrant experience. Jasmeet 
shared, “My parents didn’t really tell us too much of the struggles that they had with racism. 
They just kind of like got on with it.” However, Jasmeet grew up in England in the 1980s, during 
a time when racism against South Asians was very prevalent and pervasive. It may have been 
that racism, for Jasmeet’s parents, was so much a part of their life that perhaps the best way to 
move forward from it was not to talk about it. Similarly, Deepika elaborated,  
My dad has really left out what I would have imagined to have been a difficult time to immigrate to this 
country as a brown man. He doesn’t talk about the struggles that he might have encountered. He very much 
paints this picture of like he came here, he worked hard, and it all has turned out really well for him.  
 
Deepika’s father upheld notions of meritocracy and the pursuit of American dream that required 
one to “pull themselves up by the bootstraps” but for Deepika it was clear that this was borne out 
of a place of attempting to heal and rationalize racism away.  
Not only did many participants speak of ways in which they felt ethnically isolated in 
their communities, but they also spoke of ways in which their parents experienced social 
isolation as immigrants. Over the course of years, many of the participants’ parents built social 
networks with other South Asians as the demographics of neighborhoods changed to become 
more ethnically diverse. However, parents’ initial memories of immigrating and adjusting to a 
new country were poignant and had an emotional impact on the participants, giving them insight 
on how immigration and racialization processes are intricately linked.  
Microaggressions, Covert, and Overt Racism 
Participants also shared anecdotes of times they experienced more than isolation. Many 
of them and their parents, perhaps due to the geographical context in which they were striking 
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minorities, experienced significant acts of discrimination that included exclusionary tactics and 
violence.  
Prabhas and Dilip were able to articulate in detail a phenomenon shared by other participants, 
which was a recollection of trying their best to go through the steps to fit in as an “American” 
kid according to characteristics that were codified as White. Prabhas spoke at length about 
constantly having to prove himself as an athlete to his coaches year after year. As a football 
player on his high school team, he remembered never beginning the year as a starter but always 
ending the season as one, despite his coaches and teammates knowing his abilities and his 
impressive performance statistics. Then, in college, while on the men’s rugby team, he 
remembered,  
I was at a rugby tournament, and one of the guys from the other side was telling a teammate of mine, like, 
“Wow, his English is really good!” And my teammate was trying to tell him, like, yeah, well, he was born in 
Kansas. He’s always lived in the US. He’s like, “Yeah, but no, you know, he’s not, you know, he’s not, you 
know––and my friend was telling me the story and I thought, wow, no wonder he thinks my English is so good, 
I can form sentences, unlike him!  
 
Prabhas experienced assumptions being made not just about his athletic ability, but also about his 
“Americanness” in sports contexts. While he identified closely as an athlete, he was constantly 
having to battle being distanced from this identity because stereotypes of Indians do not hold 
them as athletic. He was pigeonholed as the “perpetual foreigner,” a phenomenon Asian 
Americans experience where their Asian identity becomes more salient than their American one 
through assumptions people make about their immigration status due to their physical 
characteristics, accents, and other visible identity markers.  
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Dilip also spoke of identifying with a scene that was dominated by Whiteness, but being 
treated with much more violent hostility: 
[My city] was a very white place, very, very red. It’s a place I was eager to move away from as soon as I 
was able to. Not a lot of tolerance at all times. There was definitely a very active white supremacist group 
in [a nearby town]. And as a kid I got into punk rock and heavy metal and stuff like that which were kind of 
a little bit more aggressively white spaces…it was a place where I was just trying to do the things I 
enjoyed, and play music, and go see the bands I liked, it was actually kind of dangerous and I would find 
myself on the receiving end of some pretty intense beatings. …I had to find a new circle of friends because 
I was just so sick of these guys that would go the shows with me and then melt into the audience as soon as 
I got targeted. 
 
Dilip experienced a distancing by force from a music community that represented his favorite 
genres. As a brown-skinned man, he was not welcomed in heavy metal and punk rock spaces. 
This was made clear to him by the beatings he got from White supremacists who would target 
him at concerts, and even more so when his friends did not stand up for him in those moments. It 
was clear at an early age to these two participants, as it was to others, that there were certain 
spaces where they would have to work harder to carve out a space of belonging because of their 
racialized identity. Dilip experienced the phenomenon of being targeted as the “unassimilable 
other.” Despite his knowledge of and affinity toward a genre that was overwhelmingly White, he 
was treated as an unwelcome outsider in these spaces.   
Additionally, some participants’ shared instances of discrimination their parents 
experienced in spaces where they, too, were required to assimilate to White norms.  
They were in Lafayette, Louisiana for about a year and a half. And when they got there, somebody pulled 
my dad aside and was just like, hey, make sure we don’t see any footprints on the toilet seat. ‘Cuz I guess 
they had had that, like Indian people there in the past, who you know, were just used to squatting instead of 
using a toilet. (Dilip) 
 
My dad has had issues with work discrimination. He doesn’t use his full name. He just uses part of his last 
name, not even his full last name. He just goes by Ali instead of [------] which is his full name. he’s had to 
make those conscious decisions to make work life easier. In terms of being included in the social fabric of 
work life, he’s just often kind of left to do his own thing. (Ayesha) 
 
The quotes above are indicative of the implicit and explicit cues immigrants had to acknowledge 
about assimilating into “whitestream” (White mainstream) culture. Anecdotes of their parents’ 
  115 
experiences with racism deeply impacted the participants. They were convinced these incidents 
transmitted messages to their parents about the worth and relevance of their identity, which 
further influenced the messages parents passed down to participants about social mobility in 
America. This will be further explored in Section 2.  
Both participants’ experiences and their parents’ experiences of racism had an impact on 
how participants understood their ethnic and racial identity. They were further able to identify 
these incidents as stemming from larger systemic modes of oppression. To illustrate, three 
participants critiqued larger societal messages that painted them as terrorists, threats, or simply 
as the perpetual other. Rekha and Ayesha mentioned how they and their parents were on the 
receiving end of racial profiling by the TSA multiple times, and how that served as a constant, 
stress-inducing reminder of how they were perceived as threats despite how “American” their 
lives were. Arjun spoke to the issue of being passed over for jobs for which he was clearly more 
qualified than his White peers. He also spoke to the fatigue he experienced having to contend 
with South Asians who aligned themselves with White privilege and at the same time not feeling 
“PoC enough” in work contexts, or in other words, occupying the in-between space where he 
was seen neither as person of color nor as someone who was White. Recognizing that 
discriminatory attitudes were what often prevented participants or their parents from receiving 
protections from society, from advancing in their careers, or from experiencing basic human 
dignity, allowed participants to form a critical understanding of how individual and structural 
racism impacts people’s trajectories.    
Articulating a Sociopolitical Stance as a South Asian American 
Participants expressed even deeper complexity and sophistication in their understanding 
of their ethnic identity beyond an association with tangible and ideological cultural connections, 
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as was discussed earlier. The complexity was rooted in a sociopolitical understanding of the 
South Asian American experience, which connected the participants’ ethnic identity to larger 
racial systems and structures influenced by history and politics.  
Intentional Choice of Ethnic Identification Terminology  
First, I explored the deeply intentional thought that participants put into choosing their 
ethnic identifying monikers. I chose to highlight this because participants’ choice of an ethnic 
identity moniker underscored a connection to a broader political identity. Participants had varied 
responses to the question “How do you identify in terms of your ethnicity?” and provided 
rationales for the labels they chose to convey their ethnic identity. All participants named more 
than one term they used as an identifying label, while five participants indicated that “South 
Asian American” was one of the few identifying labels they used. All five of those participants 
used “South Asian American” as a term in predominantly non-South Asian American contexts 
(e.g., work, school) and stated that they preferred this term to “Asian American” because “Asian 
American” often connoted “East Asian” and they felt it wasn’t as specifically representative of 
them in work contexts. They also shared that the term “South Asian” was more representative of 
inclusivity, as it encompassed multiple countries and religions within that umbrella. Therefore, it 
was a term that indicated more solidarity across subethnic and regional groups, which 
participants felt was important to convey in predominantly non-South Asian settings.  
Either personally or within South Asian groups or mixed-ethnicity groups, participants 
identified themselves using more specific and intimate terms. Ten participants specified their 
ancestral country as an identifier to distinguish their South Asian roots: Indian American, Asian 
Indian, of Indian background or Tamil Sri Lankan. For a few participants, the distinguishing 
terminology was important in order to convey a sense of pride and connection to their culture, or 
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a necessary term to use in order to distinguish themselves from others. Sayuri stated, “My family 
is Sri Lankan, which is a very, very, specific experience and one that I think often gets erased 
especially in Indian-American dominated kind of narratives.” For Sayuri, choosing to specify her 
Sri Lankan roots was important because the default assumption of a “South Asian” is “Indian.” 
By desiring to center her Sri Lankan identity, she acted to preserve and uphold a unique and 
distinct South Asian experience that is markedly different than the Indian experience, which is 
often hegemonic in the larger South Asian context. Prabhas reflected, “I was born and raised in 
Kansas. And there were many times when I would tell people I was Indian and they would ask 
what tribe am I? And I would have to clarify that I’m the kind from Asia.” For Prabhas, 
specifying Asian Indian was necessary to prevent being mislabeled of a completely different 
ethnic identity. For both of these participants, specifying their regional identity was a means by 
which they guarded and preserved their ethnicity and used it to counter stereotypes and 
assumptions about who they were.  
Two participants also included religious identifiers as labels, and interestingly, both of 
these participants were of minority religions within the South Asian diaspora. Similar to those 
participants who used geographical-specific terms to further specify their South Asian identity, 
these participants acknowledged that their religion was deeply intertwined with their South Asian 
identity.  
I always say I’m Parsi or Zoroastrian, I always identify that way, especially if I am with Indians––even 
with non-Indians. We’re [Parsis] just such a small community. Sometimes, Indians don’t know what Parsis 
are as well as who Zoroastrians are, and it depends on where their families are from. (Juhi) 
 
Just the stereotypes that come with Indian people, people not realizing that 14 percent of the Indian 
population is Muslim, and they’re like, well, you’re not Hindu, and I’m like yeah, Muslim people live in 
India too. (Ayesha) 
 
Similar to Sayuri, Juhi was compelled to further specify her South Asian identity as Parsi 
because it was an identity she cherished and felt important was acknowledged and not erased in 
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the larger South Asian and Hindu-dominated community, considering how small the numbers of 
Parsis are in America and around the world. On the other hand, Ayesha found herself in an 
opposite situation with the same predicament. Many Muslims hail from South Asian countries, 
but Ayesha found herself constantly clarifying to people that Muslims can hail from India as 
much as they can from Pakistan, Bangladesh, and other predominantly Muslim countries. She 
was aware that in the minds of many, “India” is synonymous to “Hindu.” 
Two participants specifically enjoyed the term “Desi” or “Desi American” to capture 
their affiliation with their ethnic identity. Deriving from the Sanskrit term “desh” for country, 
“Desi” means “of the country” (Harpalani, 2013). It is a term used colloquially within South 
Asian communities to convey an intimate sense of belonging. Dilip further explicated his 
“reclaiming” of the term Desi from pro-Hindu nationalist movements:  
I learned of the terms swadeshi and swadesh and so that kind of made me want to say “Desi” as opposed to 
just Indian American or South Asian American. It’s been something that I’ve noticed people getting really 
excited about, especially Indian people that are a little more traditional and now might be more in support 
of what’s going on there politically. So something I sort of experienced hearing about Modi’s rise to 
power…that these are the folks that get super stoked when I identify as Desi…I still feel it’s kind of 
important to identify with the term Desi American and be outspoken in my disagreement with the stuff 
that’s going on in the Hindutva movement.  
 
Dilip found deep meaning in the word “Desi” because the term conveys a sense of belonging to a 
group at a more intimate level than “South Asian.” South Asians across countries and regions use 
the term “Desi” to connote an affiliation with their ancestral country. However, Dilip also 
recognized that the term in the current political climate connotes an intimacy with India and 
Hinduism that is so strong that it can be exclusive and signal bigotry (by being espoused by or 
endorsed by Hindutva, or Hindu nationalist sympathizers). For Dilip, holding on to the term 
“Desi” was a political act to reclaim it and counter a belief system that increasingly has equated 
“Desi” with “Hindu.”  
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Thus, for the participants, a careful consideration of the various terms they had available 
to them resulted in embracing ethnic terminology that not only accurately reflected their ethnic 
identity but connected it to a sociopolitical understanding of themselves in a larger diasporic 
context. This awareness further strengthened their critical consciousness development, which 
asks for a deep engagement with sociopolitical forces and structures.  
Critically Examining South Asian Culture  
When asked the question, “What do you dislike about being South Asian?” participant 
responses centered around the messages that were sent within their community that they felt 
were harmful to their community and harmful to their connections with other communities. Six 
participants spoke to messages as they related to South Asian and South Asian American cultural 
beliefs and practices, including restrictive gender norms and expectations, the brainwashing and 
negative influence Hindu religious and political figures can have on elders in the community, 
and the preoccupation South Asian families often have with academic and financial status and 
the prestige associated with certain career trajectories. Priya reflected,  
The main thing for me is just the gender inequality, you know, if you sometimes go to these religious talks, 
the women are asked to sit on the floor and the men don't sit on the floor and the women have to eat after 
the men have eaten, you know, things like that. 
 
In a similar vein, Jaya critiqued expectations put on women to be the primary caretakers 
of the home and family, even after being encouraged by their family to pursue ambitious careers. 
She spoke to the “performative” aspect that is required of South Asian women, from being able 
to dress in sari to cook a “five-course Indian meal” despite the tiring expectations of the day-to-
day. Three other female participants mentioned how gender norms and expectations were 
markedly different for girls and for them growing up as compared to their male siblings or 
cousins. Of them, three participants who had children shared they made a conscious effort to 
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correct for these gender norms in their own parenting while still maintaining a sense of South 
Asian culture and tradition.  
Participants also spoke of the external stereotypes (stereotypes that originated in White 
American society) their community embraced that were toxic to their own community. Sayuri, 
reflecting on her own dark skin, spoke to the problematic sentiments of anti-Blackness in the 
community, and in particular how colorism, or the preference of lighter, whiter skin over darker 
skin, makes many South Asians not only feel lesser-than in their own community, but perpetuate 
racist ideals outwardly. Jasmeet pointed out other ways in which South Asians made each other 
feel lesser-than and inadvertently perpetuate ideals influenced by the model minority myth. She 
referred to the expression “keeping up with the Joneses” to paint a picture about the pressure 
South Asians feel to present as elite at the expense of sincerity and authenticity. She recounted a 
time when her husband, who had recently worked his way up to becoming a director of a student 
development and support program at a university, was dismissed by his wealthy uncle:  
He said, “My daughter told me you got a raise and a promotion. Well, you can go ahead and teach these 
students but they end up making way, way more money than you.” I hear these nasty things like that from 
time to time from people in the community because we’ve chosen a path of not being a doctor or an 
engineer and making lots of money.  
 
Many participants were able to name the various ways in which the model minority myth 
was restrictive and oppressive toward their community. Eight out of the 11 participants 
considered themselves to be “good students” with an interest in school. Some of the participants 
mentioned that their drive to achieve and maintain high grades was largely in part of the pressure 
and expectations they felt from their family and from the comparison their family made to other 
peers. In the cases of Priya and Arjun, for example, they each felt they had a difficult time 
measuring up to some of the stereotypes and assumptions held within their community about 
achievement and success.  
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There was this South Asian boy in my school whose parents were very close to my parents. We took a lot of 
similar classes, I was by no means a straight-A student, whereas he was one of the best, probably the number 
one kid in the school. He went to Harvard for undergrad. He went to Harvard for grad school. His wife went to 
medical school at Harvard. And that was the kid I was constantly compared to, so I think in some sense it really 
affected my self-esteem and my identity. (Priya) 
 
Indian families would get together and there was always sort of this measuring stick. Like, my kid is doing this, 
my kid is doing this. And so a lot of things that we were kind of funneled into happened to be what made our 
parents look good to family friends. (Arjun) 
 
Both Priya and Arjun did not prioritize making South Asian friends at school because they knew 
that such friendships came at a cost; they were utilized by parents to compare and judge, which 
proved stressful to the participants.  
Two participants in particular recognized how they internalized the myth through the 
messages conveyed by their family and the South Asian community, and the hard work they had 
to do to recognize it, fight it, and still maintain a relationship with their community. Deepika 
reflected on her conservative parents and sister and realized how their beliefs of a meritocratic 
system, in which one deserves benefits only if they work hard, had a negative influence on her 
schooling experience and contributed to her anxiety and lack of self-confidence. Similarly, 
Ayesha shared that the values her parents shared with her were all antithetical to social justice 
work, which she recognized when she began engaging with issues of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in schools. She recalled that her parents urged her to be “soft spoken, not cause any 
waves, keep your head down, work hard” and then learned “it’s problematic because no matter 
how hard you try to fit in, you’re never really thought of or treated as one of them.” In both these 
instances, the participants recognized that the values and beliefs that were transmitted to them in 
the name of South Asian culture were not only detrimental to their own sense of self-worth, but 
were also not compatible with values of social justice as they developed their critical 
consciousness.  
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Critically conscious individuals tend to demonstrate a positive and healthy regard for 
their own identity, suggesting that they have done the work to address any internalized racism, 
trauma, or self-hate they may have developed over the course of experiencing and coping with 
racism growing up (Ginwright, 2016). This is an important first step in assuring that educators of 
color don’t consciously or subconsciously replicate oppressive measures on their students. 
Additionally, critical consciousness development requires the individual to make a connection 
between personal experiences and structural systems of oppression. By naming and analyzing 
individual experiences, recognizing them as part of patterns of behavior that happen to members 
across communities, and understanding them in a structural context, critically conscious 
educators are then able to imagine the ways in which experiences can and should be different for 
their students. In the next section, I will explain the ways in which the participants in this study 
used their experiences to enact transformative changes for themselves and for their students. 
Participants’ Actions as South Asian American Educators for Social Justice 
In this section, I report how participants applied their understanding of concepts of social 
justice in their practice. Two themes emerged. First, participants looked upon their values, as 
imparted on them by their families, to guide their professional decisions. Many participants had 
to specifically negotiate tensions and contradictions between values as stated by their parents and 
what the values looked like in practice. Second, participants overwhelmingly centered their 
professional work around issues of race and supporting racial identity with their students. They 
also simultaneously prioritized building close relationships with students and their families. 
Participants’ own childhood and professional experiences influenced the “how” and “why” 
behind this work. By establishing their cultural values as a foundation from which they made the 
decision to teach, and by establishing their personal experiences as a foundation from which they 
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refined their philosophy and approach to educating students, participants demonstrated how their 
understanding of their ethnic identity played an important role in the actions they took as 
critically conscious educators.  
Using Values to Guide Professional Decisions 
 The values passed down by parents not only influenced participants’ general 
worldviews, but also influenced their career trajectories. The support participants received from 
their parents as they finalized their career choice varied. Perhaps here is where we see the most 
complex collisions between values passed down by parents and the subsequent support (or lack 
thereof) parents provided their children when they attempted to authenticate these values.  
Alignment Between Parents’ Stated Values and Participants’ Professional Goals  
A minority of participants had parents that supported their decision to teach 
enthusiastically and proudly from the beginning. Dilip, Juhi, and Rekha were three participants 
for whom teaching was an early calling and the path to it was relatively straightforward. The 
process was made even more easy due to the fact that their parents encouraged it:  
I knew. I was that kid. I knew what I wanted to do. Teaching runs in my family, both my grandmothers 
were teachers in India…being a teacher was actually looked at as very high. Again, imparting knowledge is 
part of our religion and all, so being a teacher was never an issue. My dad was like, you want to be a 
teacher? You got to the best that you can be. (Juhi) 
 
My mom was like, I knew! I’ve been telling your father ever since you were a kid that you were going to be 
a teacher. My dad didn’t have any qualms with it. He was just like, I want to encourage you to go back 
though and gest a master’s or do some further level of higher education, but I think this is a good choice.  
(Dilip) 
 
It wasn’t really a conversation. They were excited because I was excited. My dad always said follow your 
path, do what you want to study. They definitely wanted me to have a profession, they wanted me to feel 
successful and have a career and feel like I was doing good in the world. So I think they were happy with 
that. My dad is always asking, when are you going to start your own school? (Rekha) 
 
Teaching was not an unfamiliar profession to Dilip’s and Juhi’s families. Juhi came from a line 
of educators, while Dilip’s parents were tremendous advocates for special education rights and 
services. Both parents showed their support to their children by acknowledging that teaching 
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required as much thought and care as any other profession; that it could not just be something to 
do on a whim, but rather required appropriate training and focus. Similarly, Rekha’s parents 
encouraged her from the beginning to pursue her passion, and to pursue it with focus and 
ambition.  
Parents’ support of participants’ professional goals underscored the advantage certain 
participants had as they entered teaching. To have their parents recognize and affirm why 
teaching was a good fit for them, participants were able to enter the profession with clarity of 
purpose and could jump into social justice-oriented work without spending emotional or 
cognitive energy trying to convince their families about their decisions or even second guess 
their own decisions. Having this support and assurance that their decision was in alignment with 
their cultural values allowed them to take risks and act with conviction.  
Negotiating Contradictions Between Parents’ Stated Values and Participants’ Professional 
Goals  
Unlike the three participants mentioned above, the majority of participants felt pressure, 
predominantly from their parents, to major in fields that were deemed high status, academically 
rigorous, and which could secure high-salaried jobs, despite the messages they received about 
doing work that connected to a larger purpose and public good. In fact, nine participants cited 
having to build the courage to make a career move after investing considerable time, energy, and 
money toward another career, and also to build the courage in order to have a difficult 
conversation with their parents about this change. It is important to note, however, that all 
participants’ parents eventually not only came around to support their children’s decisions to go 
into teaching, but understood why their children would want to teach, as they were able to see 
how teaching made their children happy or how it aligned with their values.   
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The question “How did you decide you wanted to become a teacher?” allowed 
participants to share their journey from contemplating a career in education to committing to 
one. The majority of participants found their route to teaching to be circuitous, as they initially 
felt compelled to follow a career path that was deemed as more suitable according to values 
shared by their parents or the South Asian community in general. Here, the pressures of the 
model minority stereotype were in clear effect, and participants found themselves negotiating 
cultural values and seeming contradictions between what parents stated as social justice-oriented 
values and what they desired their children to practice. For example, Ayesha, Jaya, and Deepika 
reflected on the compulsion they felt initially to pursue careers that would earn their parents’ 
approval. In the end, the three participants fell into teaching for different reasons, albeit all 
serendipitously.  
My parents have always wanted me to be a doctor. So I had a science major. I thought that’s where my life was 
going but while I was in school I thought I could work a little bit at my mom’s school and get some money…I 
was filling in temporarily while I sorted out getting my microbiology lab scientist license, and then I just really 
fell in love with teaching and I thought, this is really want I want to do! And I stopped pursuing getting my lab 
scientist license and I stuck with teaching. Once [my parents] realized they couldn’t talk me out of it and they 
couldn’t change my mind, they eventually got on board. (Ayesha) 
 
Ayesha found her love for teaching without intending to seek it. Rather, she was attempting to 
supplement her income as she completed her science degree by substitute teaching on the side. 
While her parents were deeply dismayed by her decision, she was unwavering in her resolve to 
teach. Eventually, Ayesha merged her love for science with her passion for teaching by 
becoming a science teacher. Jaya, on the other hand, entered the field of science only to realize it 
was not the field for her: 
I was a biochemistry major and I worked briefly at a lab and I just hated it, it was my least favorite thing that 
I’ve ever done and I basically was like I needed to do something else and I kind of quit without really having a 
backup… I worked at a test prep company and I just really liked it…. And so I ended up going back and 
getting certified and my master’s in education and started working at a school. 
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Similar to Ayesha, Jaya eventually paid a nod to her biochemical degree by teaching at a STEM-
focused charter school for girls. For both of these participants, what started off as a temporary 
job turned into a long-term career, and the change happened relatively soon after they finished 
their undergraduate degrees. For other participants, the journey to teaching took longer, 
especially as they negotiated between their personal desires and a commitment to their parents’ 
wishes. Deepika shared,  
I really wanted to please my parents. Part of going to Cal was that I was going to be a business major and I was 
going to graduate and get a super high paying job, and my parents would be able to go to all their friends and 
say, look at our wonderful perfect daughter. …Without telling my parents, I withdrew from school and they 
came to get me and it really was not a fun conversation to have with them. When I came back to LA I decided 
that I wanted to go to school, but that business wasn’t what I wanted to do. …I worked in different fields 
always with teaching in the back of my mind…being a stay-at-home mom for seven years and working at my 
kids’ preschool, I realize the reason that feeling was so strong in my was that it was something I was actually 
really good at.  
 
Interestingly, Deepika had to become a parent before the path toward teaching became all-too-
compelling. For her, as for the other participants above, teaching was a line she fell into because 
she loved her experience with kids and felt that it was something she was good at doing. For 
three other participants, parents took a longer time to come around. Prabhas noted his parents’ 
noncommittal energy to his decision:  
They weren’t happy, but at the same time, it’s like, well, he’s got a job. They thought it was temporary. 
When I got to [my school] they saw that I was doing well, I was supporting myself, I was taking on 
different committee positions, and different opportunities within the school. And I could at last provide 
some evidence toward what I was building toward. And they realized soon on, that this is where he is.  
 
Prabhas’ parents were eventually able to share in his enthusiasm once they understood what his 
long-term trajectory looked like within the profession. For them, it was reassuring to know that 
he was pursing leadership within the field, getting involved in different committees and 
eventually holding administrative titles.  
While Jaya’s father eventually supported her decision to teach, and similar to other 
participants’ parents, encouraged her to pursue degree and leadership within the field, her mother 
never came around as enthusiastically. Jaya shared, “My mom was definitely more sort of like 
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‘other parents have doctors as children’ and so she was just disappointed in general.” But of 
importance to note is that Jaya’s mom tended to be most excited about her profession when she 
encountered other South Asian parents who shared their children are teachers. Perhaps for Jaya’s 
mother, acceptance and assurance for the profession came hand-in-hand with knowing that there 
were others in the community who are choosing the same profession.  
Finally, Arjun’s explanation of his parent’s journey toward acceptance was perhaps the 
most striking. When sharing with his father how dissatisfied he was with computer forensics 
work for big corporations, his father advised, “Stick with it, all jobs are hard. You should 
continue doing this even if you’re unhappy doing it. Most people hate doing their jobs.” His 
father’s response was predictable given that many South Asian immigrant parents adopted a 
mentality toward work and life that rationalized dissatisfaction with personal circumstances as an 
entitled attitude, given the fact that there are so many reasons to be grateful for the opportunity to 
immigrate to America and work in the country. Additionally, working hard, sacrificing, and 
committing to something one has given their word to were stated values in his household, but the 
rigid interpretation of these values as they applied to his professional choices eventually caused 
Arjun to shut down:  
I quit my job and spent 14 months basically playing video games. I also went through depression at this 
time. My parents were like, what are you going to do? And I just shut down. And the conversation with 
mom and dad was, I’m just not doing this anymore. I was stuck as a cog in the wheel and I didn’t want to 
do that at all. [After I started teaching] they started to see. They saw a change in me as a person rather than 
being the sullen, depressed, angry person that I was, I started to become somebody who was much more 
happy and passionate and connected with an activity [teaching].  
 
While Arjun recalled how he shattered his parents’ dreams by choosing a career so wildly 
different than what they expected from him, it is clear that his health and happiness remained 
priorities to them. Arjun’s parents felt that through teaching, they got their son back. 
Support for some of the participants came in the form of advice and caution. Many 
participants shared how their parents offered pragmatic realities to consider as they finalized 
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their career choice, mostly centered around finances. Dilip’s father, who himself made a modest 
earning as a professor, told him, “I think that you know, you’re choosing a field that is not the 
highest paying, …so just be prepared for that.” Ayesha’s parents, who also experienced firsthand 
how limiting a teacher’s salary can be on a family, cautioned her, “We understand this is what’s 
making you happy, but realistically you won’t be able to live like this, you won’t be able to take 
care of yourself on what a teacher makes.” As another example, Jaya’s father advised her:  
You need to put in the work to really figure out how this is going to work for you. You’re not going to be 
making as much money as you want, but if you need to go back, just do it properly, go back to school, do it 
right. 
 
On the other hand, Sayuri’s parents, while supportive, were more so because the profession felt 
less whimsical and more stable than her other purported passions:  
My family was really supportive because they had no idea what I was going to do that was going to be 
something they could recognize. So when I was like, I’m going to be a photojournalist! I’m going to be a 
diplomat! I’m going to be an artist! They were like, oh God, I don’t know what’s going to happen to her, 
she’s going to be penniless for the rest of her life and we’ll be supporting her. So when I said I wanted to 
go into teaching they were like, oh thank god this is something we recognize, this is going to be a great 
career.  
 
In these examples, parents did not necessarily dismiss education as a low-status career because 
of its lack of financial viability. Instead, the focus was on the practical realities faced by many 
teachers in America. Reaching financial stability and independence is difficult for many teachers, 
particularly those living in cities that have a high cost of living, which was the reality for the 
participants above. 
As participants reflected on the tensions they negotiated with their parents as they 
affirmed their career decision, they demonstrated the ability to act upon their values knowing the 
risks that came along with such decisions. Rather than submit to expectations to maintain the 
status quo, the participants began their activism at home by holding on strongly to their 
convictions to teach, and diligently working to persuade their parents to affirm their perspective.  
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Alignment Between Participants’ Personal Values and their Professional Goals 
Three participants shared their motivations for teaching had most importantly to do with 
a desire to work in a field that matched their values of ethics and purpose.  
I saw a lot of kids around me going to law school. So I figured, why not do law. I worked at a law firm in 
San Francisco for a year and I was miserable. It was an awful experience. I told my parents I wanted to be a 
teacher and they weren’t supportive at all. So I went and worked for an advertising agency and it was fun 
and exciting and we got to do spa days and got treated to really fancy dinners but after a year and a half of 
that I kind of struggled with the same thing––I’m working so hard but I’m not feeling satisfied or I’m not 
feeling like I’m making a difference and I’m not passionate about what I do. It’s just fun, but I’m making 
this company even wealthier than it already is and that’s not what I want to spend the rest of my life doing. 
So at that point I told my parents I made my final decision. I want to be a teacher and that’s it. (Priya) 
 
I majored in art history and wanted to work in museums. I realized pretty quickly that I didn’t want to work 
for rich, White people and that’s what most of my experience with internships felt like. I had experience in 
different areas and curatorial and visitor services and all sorts of things but it always felt like it went back 
to what the bigwig in the office and what the wealthy White donors wanted and I just thought that wasn’t 
what interested me. I found about this museum education program and on a whim applied to grad school. 
Through my student teaching experiences in the classroom I realized I love [teaching]. So I subbed for a 
while and then got a job. (Rekha) 
 
I got a masters in computer forensics and I still had a passion to teach, but I didn’t do that because wanted 
to make my parents happy and so I spent 10 years doing computer work and I knew the moment that I 
started my first job in corporate America that I hated it. It was stressful. They were unethical, they treated 
their employees like cogs. We went into a meeting and the chair of the board of this law firm pulled out 
hundreds and hundreds of dollars that were wrapped up and he threw the money on the table. He was like 
how much money do I have to give you guys to make this go away? And it just clicked for me. The work I 
was doing is just making unethical people richer. Why the [****] do I want to do this? (Arjun) 
 
Priya, Rekha, and Arjun each had incredibly complex journeys into teaching, marked by a 
pivotal “breaking point.” They invested considerable time and energy devoting themselves to 
careers wildly different from teaching. While they chose professions that matched their interest, 
the work context for these professions, which was largely dictated by racial privilege and 
capitalist norms, stripped pleasure and purpose away from their interests. Priya, Rekha, and 
Arjun felt they were feeding into the culture of the status quo through the career fields they 
initially chose, and recognized that their careers did not offer anything back of value to the 
communities they identified with or wanted to serve. It isn’t surprising to note that Rekha and 
Arjun also cited growing up with cultural and family values that placed a premium on service 
and work for the greater good of society. Each of these participants felt that the values espoused 
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by their lines of work were neither values they could uphold, nor were they values that would 
take nourish them. Both Priya and Arjun knew they had wanted to become teachers before they 
entered other professions, but felt compelled to pursue lines of work that were approved by their 
parents. Rekha developed an awareness of teaching as a viable profession for her through her 
serendipitous experience in a museum education program. While the decision to enter teaching 
was a different journey for each of them, their decision to end their current career was illustrated 
as a much more definite act that clearly marked the end of compliance and the beginning of 
acting upon their awakened critical consciousness.  
Orienting Work around Issues of Race and Building Relationships with Students  
Participants leveraged their personal life experiences to advocate for students of 
marginalized backgrounds. By seeing themselves as people of color due to their own racialized 
experiences, they were able to think more sensitivity and critically toward issues of race, class, 
gender, and other identity markers. Of the many ways in which participants could practice 
teaching and leading for social justice, they overwhelmingly oriented their work around 
supporting racial identity and building relationships with their students, families, and colleagues, 
and this work spanned individual, classroom, school-wide, and district-wide levels, with the most 
work being done at the individual or classroom level. The questions that elucidated these 
responses were “Do you find yourself in the capacity to mentor or connect with students of 
marginalized identities?” and “Do you find yourself in spaces where you are advocating for 
issues around equity, justice, and inclusion, in terms of race or other identity markers for your 
students?” Sub-questions to each asked participants to further share ways in which such 
connections happened.  
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Leveraging Personal Experiences Around Racial Identity to Advocate for Students 
Participants reflected upon their experiences as racialized beings and the ways in which 
that influenced the way they thought about and served students. They drew parallels to both their 
experiences as students as well as educators to their own work. In the first section, I also present 
the findings on participants’ reflections of their racialized experiences. The difference in this 
section is that the reflections mentioned here are tied directly to the choices participants made as 
it related to the content of their work.  
Childhood Experiences. Four participants shared anecdotes of teachers’ actions that 
deeply affected their identity in the moment. Three of these were negative incidents that 
participants noted influenced the way they approached their own students.  
Rekha and Ayesha recalled approaches their educators took to teaching history which 
failed to live up to their standards of balanced and sensitive perspective.  
In high school my ninth grade geography teacher taught a unit on Islam and asked me to bring my Quran 
in. I did, and he looked at it. I remember him very clearly saying, “Do you have something in more modern 
English?” I was like, that is the Quran I read. It’s the only one I have. And just that moment…the rest of the 
year I tried to pretend I wasn’t Muslim. (Ayesha) 
 
There was this India unit and my teacher would read from the textbook and he would make these 
statements that I was just like, this is absurd! So I remember very distinctly one thing he said, it was like 
people from different castes cannot get married. And I just couldn’t help it, my hand shot up and I was like, 
actually, my parents are from different castes, and they’re married. And that was a class where my teacher 
said to me––asked me––to stop using the word “actually.” (Rekha) 
 
They both spoke of work they did in their leadership roles to develop, analyze and revise 
curriculum to reflect a variety of perspectives, and especially use texts and works that challenged 
an ethnocentric lens and challenged colonial assumptions.  
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Deepika was so deeply affected by a moment where she was othered by a teacher that it 
took her into adulthood until she was able to reexamine her ethnic identity through a positive 
perspective.  
I can remember the first time I was asked to check a box on a standardized test in the third grade. I 
remember having this moment of panic because there were these boxes with names next to them and I 
didn’t know where I fit. I remember the teacher getting really frustrated with me to just check something 
and I remember the option she told me to check at the time was Oriental. I remember it being such a 
negative experience, like having that teacher yell at me before a test which I was already so scared to take, 
so for most of my life it’s like I’ve avoided “me” and I’m now coming to terms with it. (Deepika) 
 
Deepika’s experience highlights what research has exposed to be a familiar phenomenon 
experienced by Asian Americans, that of being rendered as an ambiguous, unplaceable other. 
This childhood experience was so transformational for Deepika that it made her incredibly 
sensitive to racial identity as an educator. While she was a math teacher, most of her work with 
her elementary age students centered around developing an appreciation for racial identity and 
cultures around the world. She found ways to incorporate racial identity work into her math 
lessons, such as a time when she had her students learn to count by two using popsicle sticks and 
paused the lesson to teach her students that an 11-year-old boy from their community Oakland, 
invented popsicles. She went on, “I think that's what gets me excited––where I have the 
opportunity in first grade to show these students that math has come from all over the world, that 
these concepts have existed in different cultures and countries in so many ways, for so long.” 
Deepika was able to reflect on her experience where her racial identity was not only dismissed, 
but misidentified. It shaped her commitment to broadening her students’ awareness of culture 
and cultural diversity within a subject area that is often not readily infused with concepts of 
social justice.   
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On the other hand, two participants named teachers who were positively instrumental in 
helping them feel valued and respected. Juhi was able to recognize that her teacher stood up for 
her in a way that other South Asian students didn’t experience from their teachers.  
I have not faced much racism, even in school. Once it happened. I was called a name in sixth grade and I 
will never forget that sixth grade teacher. That's the teacher I wanted to be when I grew up. He like boom! 
Stop it immediately. And I never heard it again whereas I know my other friends went through it. They 
were like, we were called this all the time.  
 
Juhi remembers her teacher doing something right, which was calling out and stopping a moment 
of racial microaggressing or bullying immediately. This moment of advocacy stood out for her as 
an exemplary moment of leading for racial justice, and the teacher stood out as a role model. As 
an elementary school teacher, Juhi went to great lengths to develop a safe and accepting 
classroom culture where race and ethnicity were celebrated.  
Participants’ understanding of their own ethnic identity influenced their ability and desire 
to work around issues of identity for students. Ayesha shared,  
When I got to [school] and I was the only Indian teacher, the only Muslim teacher, it was suddenly like, oh 
my God, this is what high school was like! Trying to fit in, trying to do well and perform. And then just the 
fact that I see that amongst my students . . . the vocabulary that I am learning and doing, it’s my work. I’m 
going back to something I heard: “You can’t answer kids’ questions until you can answer them for 
yourself.” And so I have, I’ve had to do a lot of introspection in the last few years trying to figure out who I 
am and how to bring myself forward authentically.  
 
Ayesha meditated on the notion of doing the “personal work” in order to be the teacher one 
wants to be for their students. She saw a direct connection with being able to sort out her own 
identity and be confident in it in order to be a source of support for her students who may feel 
like a minority on their campus in many ways. Similarly, Deepika made a connection between 
her experience in school when she was growing up, and how her journey to accepting herself   
allowed her to serve as a role model to students:  
I share with students about the fact that my family didn’t speak English at home and I didn’t learn to speak 
or read English until the third grade, and even after that it was a struggle…once I got comfortable with 
saying those things out loud and knowing that saying that to my students helps them see me as someone on 
the other end of the struggle who is successful and happy and is doing good work… that’s important.  
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Participants’ abilities to reflect upon childhood experiences in which their ethnic or cultural 
identity was dismissed or inappropriately regarded was an acute factor in developing an 
awareness for the experiences of other students’ racialized experiences in schools. Instead of 
replicating this harm, participants made a conscious effort to ensure the cycle of perpetuating 
such cultural insensitivity ended with them.  
Professional Experiences. Nine of the 11 participants shared moments where they 
recognized that their ethnic identity positioned them as a person of color rather than a person 
who was aligned with White privilege. A contributing factor to this positionality may have been 
the fact that almost all of them were either one or one of two or three South Asian educators in 
their professional work contexts, and only four participants cited that their faculty was racially 
and ethnically diverse. In other words, most participants, by function of their ethnicity and their 
racialized identity, felt they served as mirrors to and windows for their students to explore issues 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion.  
I think I can relate to a lot of the students in a way that some of the educators aren't able to. I'm a different 
color skin and I come from a family where the parents are very strict and I grew up in a very different 
environment than a lot of the kids around me at that time. So I think to me my strength is I can identify 
with a lot of kids in a way that I wouldn't have been able to otherwise. (Priya) 
 
I think because I grew up a person of color . . . I mean 90% of our students at my school are Latino and 
they know me, you know, they'll know that I'm not a fan for instance of Donald Trump and even though I 
probably shouldn't say it, I'll just say a couple little clips here. So they kind of catch onto that, we connect 
on a level that we're both minorities, you know without me be blatantly trying to out anyone who's not a 
minority I think. (Jasmeet) 
 
Priya was able to find points of cultural similarities between her culture and that of her Latinx 
students. She was able to reflect on her background and her memories of feeling different than 
her peers to connect with her students. Similarly, Jasmeet was able to connect with her students 
by sharing snippets of her political ideology, which proved to be a source of comfort to her 
students rather than something divisive.  
  135 
In addition to Priya and Jasmeet, other participants, by being recognized as someone who 
was not White, were also able to gain trust from students and parents. They were deemed more 
“approachable” by White teachers and often found themselves in situations where they had to 
provide them with teachable moments around issues of race. Jaya explained this in great detail:  
So there's me, and then there's one other teacher who's biracial. But all of the other teachers are either 
Black, Latinx, or White. And I think the White teachers have to work really hard for the kids to not sort of 
see them as like the “oppressors.” And then with the Black and Latinx teachers, I think there's this idea of 
like, oh, well, obviously the Black teachers are going to like the Black girls more, and the Latinx teachers 
are gonna like the Latina girls more, and I think like it almost works as a positive for me because the girls 
are like, okay, you're not White, you don't think that you're superior to us, but at the same time you don't 
fall into either of these categories and so there's not a group of girls who identify with me more than 
another group of girls. But at the same time, on the first day of school, I show them a map. I showed them 
where India is on it. Like, you know, I have to be really clear about it because otherwise they see me as 
someone who's brown skinned with curly hair and they just like assume I'm from some Latin American 
country. (Jaya) 
 
While Jaya’s ethnicity allowed her to earn the trust of both the racial groups at her school, it was 
clear to her that she needed to clarify her South Asian roots in order preemptively address 
assumptions about her ethnicity. In this case, it was a reminder that her South Asian identity still 
presented as ambiguously other, a phenomenon other participants also experienced. For example, 
Prabhas noted how at his school in Hawaii, there was minimal awareness of South Asian people, 
traditions, or histories, even in a state that had a tremendous mixed-race and Asian population. 
He was often mistaken as Middle Eastern or was met with curiosity as people could not place 
him. He found himself taking advantage of any opportunity he could to unearth students’ 
stereotypes of South Asians and disrupt them.  
Of significance to note is that most of the participants experienced their ethnic identity to 
position them uniquely as a person of color who could serve as an intermediary or interlocutor 
between White teachers and students or parents of color. Rekha was explicit about this 
phenomenon, as she explained the problematic advantage she had as a non-Black person of color 
in an administrative position:  
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What has been interesting to me is when I see particularly some of my white colleagues come to terms with 
their whiteness, you know, the diversity stuff that happens in independent schools. Some of them want to 
process with me because I'm a person of color. Some of them want to process with me because I'm a person 
of color who's not Black. I think particularly that’s so because I have safety or neutrality, or like I'm way 
left down the spectrum of PoC.  
 
Rekha spoke to the unique opportunity South Asian Americans have in leadership positions in 
education. Because they are still relatively few in number and there isn’t a uniform awareness of 
South Asian culture, it is unclear to many in school communities where South Asians stand on a 
social-political spectrum. Rekha noticed how her White colleagues found her to be more 
approachable than Black colleagues because they assumed her to be more in alignment with their 
views while also providing the perspective of a person of color. While it may have been 
frustrating to be assumed as aligned with White privilege, it also provided an opportunity to hold 
a willingly engaged audience and challenge racist attitudes and effect institutional change.  
Three participants felt that their ethnic or religious identity positioned them as a token 
minority in their school community and felt the weight of the work fall squarely on their 
shoulders. Ayesha and Sayuri elaborated,  
…I knew why was I hired at [this school]. I’m not under any delusion that they hired me because I was the 
best candidate that they had. I was different. I knew I checked the right boxes…I’m the only person of 
color this school has and I just feel like I have to represent everyone. Everyone who is not White. And I 
feel like that’s not my responsibility. I can’t do that justice. I can only represent me, and my story.  
(Ayesha) 
 
Even though I did not have the experience of my immigrant kids, I was able to bring what little was way 
more than White people could bring. And so being a teacher of color was incredibly important to my 
identity at the school. But at the same time, I was like, I’m not a Black or Latinx teacher, and we need 
Black and Latinx teachers; the fact that as a South Asian American I’m having to represent for island 
immigrant kids is crazy! (Sayuri) 
 
Similar to Rekha, Ayesha and Sayuri found themselves as intermediaries with their respective 
populations, representing for more populations than their own identities. In some ways, a school 
may think that by hiring a South Asian American, they are getting a token person of color who 
can represent for many other identities. This reinforced the assumption of the South Asian 
American as the ambiguous other, able to morph to fit the various needs of White society.  
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Six participants recognized that just being a person of color was not enough to make 
them “experts” at diversity, equity, and inclusion work. They spoke of the continuous work they 
knew they needed to engage in in order to remain aware of the current issues and evolving 
theories on social justice. Juhi and Deepika elaborated on this concept most convincingly:  
I know I don’t have the same stories as other Asian groups, but there are some similarities to the 
marginalization that you can feel and you can bring that in. In African American communities, even 
showing that you may not be the same but you’re a teacher of color, you can understand a little bit. You can 
empathize or sympathize a little bit about what they’re going through, but part of that is really educating 
myself, getting the cultural competency needed. (Juhi) 
 
I was doing work around Black History Month and I was just thinking to myself, Who am I? This isn’t my 
story to tell and I shouldn’t be the person helping lead Black History Month so explicitly. And my 
administrator came up to and said because I am a person of color who is struggling with the idea of 
teaching Black history just because I don’t want to do it wrong and I don’t want to offend and all the 
reasons we give ourselves for why something is scary to do, well, that’s what is important to tell, right? 
Because so many teachers in our country are not people of color. And if I’m experiencing this, then what 
does it feel like to be a White teacher and try to take on something like Black History Month or teach South 
Asian American histories and traditions? (Deepika) 
 
Both Juhi and Deepika felt that as South Asian Americans, they had a history as people of color 
to contribute to the larger discussion around racial equity. In addition, their ability to self-reflect 
allowed them to understand that being a person of color does not necessarily preclude one from 
the continuous critical learning that one must engage in in order to serve as an accomplice to 
other people of color, especially in justice-oriented work. Other participants shared examples of 
the spaces in which they regularly engaged in critical dialogue in order to continue to broaden 
their awareness of issues. These spaces included conferences focused on issues of social justice, 
faculty of color support groups and school DEI committees.  
For the participants, their professional identity was closely connected to their 
understanding of self as a person of color. Their ethnic identity allowed them to interact with 
students, families, and colleagues in various scenarios ranging from trusted confidante, to 
(seemingly) neutral interlocutor, to dependable ally. This was possible because participants had a 
keen understanding of how their personal and professional experiences gave them power to 
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advocate for marginalized populations within their school in nuanced ways. Their South Asian 
American identity positioned them as people of color who could flit convincingly amongst 
multiple worlds and conversations, a privilege relatively unique to them in certain contexts.  
Supporting Racial Identity 
Participants found themselves able to support students who not only racially or ethnically 
identified similar to them, but also students of differing racial backgrounds. Ten participants 
specified work focusing on issues of racial identity as they manifested within interactions with 
students, colleagues, or in the curriculum. Four participants shared that they did this work on a 
larger scale within their school, such as through admissions work, administrative meetings, or 
schoolwide assemblies.  
Three participants had a modest population of South Asian students in their schools 
(more than three students), and they were very eager and willing to leverage their South Asian 
identity to make connections with South Asian students. One participant served as an advisor to 
the high school students’ South Asian cultural club, and the other two, both elementary school 
teachers, shared about ways in which they specifically brought in South Asian cultural 
knowledge to their classrooms to help their students feel seen and comfortable. For example, 
Juhi made it a point to talk about South Asian food and reach out to her students who would 
bring in traditional homemade foods to assure them they weren’t smelly or gross, and would 
share food she would bring from home, too. She also recognized that there weren’t any South 
Asian educators at the high school level, so she made it a point to seek new high school students 
who she didn’t teach in elementary school and let them know she was a source for them. In one 
instance, she recalled,  
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I remember one girl a couple years ago, and people called her “Archie,” and I was like, Archie, is she 
Indian? And someone was like, yeah, she speaks the same language as so-and-so, and I was like, ok, she 
must be Archana. …and I went to her and said, you can identify in whatever way you want, but just know 
you don’t have to anglicize or shorten your name to make life easier for everyone else. And at graduation, 
she came right up to me and said thank you, even though I didn’t really know anything else about her 
except that part.  
 
In small but significant ways, participants like Juhi were able to validate their students’ ethnic 
identity and assure them they belonged in their schools. Other participants who were aware of 
South Asian students at their schools didn’t always purposefully seek them out because the 
numbers were so small. They felt it was more important to find ways to connect through other 
shared interests to avoid spotlighting ethnic identity, especially if a student did not want to draw 
more attention to it. Educators like Arjun and Prabhas preferred to connect to their students 
through other common interests, such as debate or sports, before bringing up their shared ethnic 
identity. By recognizing the multiple parallel roads to connecting with students, they were able to 
get their students to see them as resources in their lives for a variety of needs.    
Participants who did not have any South Asian students still made it a point to find ways 
to educate students on cultural awareness as it pertained to South Asians. Sayuri, who taught a 
predominantly Black and Latinx population, spoke of cultural holidays that were meaningful to 
her and asked students in turn to share different holidays they celebrated, or the twists they had 
to mainstream holidays. Arjun, who taught a predominantly Latinx population in a city near a 
major South Asian shopping street, recalled:  
As a teacher there, because it was by Little India, when kids interacted, there was a lot of stereotyping that 
happened, and it was really easy to have that conversation with kids and be like, you know, you shouldn't 
stereotype because that isn't representative of everybody that's Indian. And that was an easy conversation to 
have with kids that were, you know from a Latinx background. That I could be like, you might be Mexican 
or you might be Guatemalan and you probably don't want to be called Mexican if you're Guatemalan, right? 
They understood that immediately. 
 
Arjun’s example was another one in which he was able to draw parallels between issues that 
plagued his ethnic community that were similar to the issues faced by students of other 
ethnicities and races. By making these connections, he was able to draw out empathy from 
  140 
students, and encouraged them to find ways to find similarities between them and others, rather 
than make fun of differences.  
Participants also spoke of ways in which they employed their cultural competency skills 
and awareness of issues that affected people of color more broadly in other school settings. For 
example, Ayesha was able to get her school to reflect on a problematic tradition in which 
educators and students dressed up as people from other cultures without any context. She gave 
her entire faculty a presentation on cultural appropriation, and how it harms people of cultures 
that are being represented, and asked them to reflect on the message they were sending their 
students, specifically those who identified with a certain culture that was at risk of being 
caricaturized or misrepresented. Ayesha was also well versed on ways in which implicit bias 
works to the detriment of students, but knew that her influence on the issue was limited:  
This one kid [who is Latino] and I connect because he’s one of the only brown kids in his grade level, and 
he’s always getting in trouble not necessarily because of his actions but because he stands out and people 
watch him closer… I’ve addressed that with one of our Assistant Heads of School, I’ve asked her because 
she has more power than I do. Like really think about how we look at race and discipline. 
 
Ayesha was one of only a few educators who named their limited power in school hierarchies, 
and the ways in which she attempted to build bridges between her and administration. She was 
vocal with her administrators about the changes she felt needed to occur on an institutional level 
for her school to live up to the values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Similarly, in her 
administrative roles at various schools, Rekha’s primary role, as she articulated it, was to push 
educators to reflect on their biases and their practices, both in theory and practice.  
I also need to get adults to keep thinking about the kids. We get away from the kids sometimes at school 
which is strange, but we do, and I see my role as constantly bringing up questions. Like, who are we not 
thinking about? Who are we missing? Whose stories are not being told in this decision, in this curriculum 
piece? Whatever it is. That's kind of how I see myself being an advocate, by the fact that I have those 
different identifiers in my head when I'm thinking about a problem, or making something a problem that 
other people thought was not a problem. 
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Rekha summed up the role of a critically conscious educator in the phrase “making something a 
problem that other people thought was not a problem.” By utilizing her awareness to bring about 
others’ awareness for issues of justice, Rekha actively worked to challenge institutional 
assumptions and practices that were not in service to all students.  
In his role on the admissions committee, Dilip was also able to push educators to see 
through their biases and assumptions about students in an effort to ensure a student body that 
could reflect diversity through multiple identity markers.  
There are a lot of times when hands would go up for putting a kid on the waitlist, and I'd be like, okay, no, 
we're not done talking about this kid if that's the way this vote is going. It's definitely very, very emotional 
too, and I go into it with this caveat to everybody else on the committee, like I'm thinking about this not 
only as a teacher but also from my experience in high school and what might have helped bring me up. So 
I'm always the one who's advocating for students of color, for kids that are openly identifying as LGBTQ, 
coming into our school. Like I think it’s amazing if a kid is willing to own that as a middle schooler and put 
that in their high school application, like that shows such sincere introspection. And we always get photos 
with their applications, and I'm always the one who's like, this kid has green hair! We’ve got to give him 
another shot! I advocate for the weird kids, the nerdy kids, the kids with learning differences. Like I'm the 
one that's able to say, well, these are supports we can offer this kid. We should really not discount this kid 
just because of XY&Z. I've been accused a couple of times of being the reason why they've had to totally 
reconsider some things because I advocated too hard for students that would need 100% financial aid and 
they were like you’ve given us three times the amount of kids we can have on 100% financial aid. So yeah, 
it's definitely something where I still am reminded of the limits of my influence.  
 
Dilip, similar to other participants, drew on his own experience as a minority in his school setting 
in order to prevent the same experience for his students. His persistence often landed him in 
contested waters with his colleagues, especially when he knew he had a louder voice than he had 
actual power.  
Ayesha, Dilip, and Rekha’s testimonies pointed to the deep-seated values that guide their 
work, allowing them to take risks at the expense of their personal relationships with their 
colleagues in order to stand up for issues of social justice they believe in.  
Developing Relationships with Students and Families 
Finally, participants were asked, “What do you find rewarding about this work?” in order 
to flesh out the purpose and meaning that participants found in their work and the connections 
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they made with their philosophy toward social justice. The majority of participants 
overwhelmingly pointed to the power of personal relationships with students and families as a 
means to develop trust and in turn, affect positive change in students’ academic and social 
outcomes. All participants expressed a love for children and a love for a profession that felt 
dynamic, as if every day were different and every day mattered. Nine out of 11 participants 
further specified that what they loved about teaching was knowing that they contributed to 
making a place safe and welcoming for their students. For example, Juhi shared, “I think what is 
rewarding is when you almost physically see the child’s comfort level change. When they see 
that this school can also be ‘home’ for them.” Ayesha specified that she is drawn to this work 
because she feels “it's important that every kid feels comfortable and accepted for who they are, 
not go through what I went through trying to figure out how to fit in, change, deny who they are 
to be a part of the group.” These sentiments point toward participants’ commitment to building 
relationships with students that allow them to feel safe, valued, and accepted in their schools.  
Participants also built partnerships with families by tapping into shared elements of 
identity. Sayuri pointed out the benefit of investing time with parents:  
I’m very much a relationship-centered educator. Partnerships with families are at the core of my work. I’ve 
always gone down very well with families and I think unfortunately a lot of it has to do with the fact that 
my students have had very few teachers of color in their lives. It’s made a big difference in middle school 
because kids in middle school are tough, and if they know you’re tight with their mom, that goes a long 
way.  
 
Sayuri spoke not only of a developmental understanding of middle school students (that they are 
a dynamic group and that building relationships with their parents can assist in eliciting desired 
behaviors), but also named that relationships and families were central to her work because she 
understood how she was valued as a teacher of color in their lives. By tapping into a shared 
identity experience, she was able to gain families’ trust and partnership.  
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Jasmeet reflected on her own financial circumstances growing up, which allowed her to 
be more sensitive to her students’ families and their needs, which in turn strengthened her 
relationship with her students.   
I just remember my parents never told us that they didn't have, you know, like a lot of money . . . my 
mother worked at a factory job and my father worked at a company, but they still were not like 
comfortable, they struggled. I mean, we always had what we needed, but I do remember feeling like as one 
of the older kids that sometimes there were things that I went without or I wouldn't ask for…and so I try to 
be mindful of that with my students. I have a good reputation with the families. I'm always, respectful. And 
I will work with the families in whatever way they need, so I think it's just the kids know I truly, truly, do 
care about them. And once a kid believes that you understand, that you do genuinely care about them, I feel 
like you can move mountains, you really can. I feel like everything stems from that relationship. And I 
make sure that you know, because so many of my students come from places where people don't always 
show up for them. I make sure that anything that I tell them, I do it. I will never promise anything or tell 
them anything that I won't do. I really believe you are your word.  
 
Jasmeet was able to tie her approach to students not just to her own upbringing, but also to her 
values. Her sensitivity to issues of class and access came to her from a personal understanding 
through observing her parents growing up. That, coupled with her acting upon her beliefs 
(staying true to your word and following through) with utmost integrity, were characteristics her 
students and parents respected and admired.  
Participants acknowledged that taking the time to build relationships with students and 
their families took more time and energy, but the exhaustion was worth the effort as it afforded 
them the reputation of being strong, caring, and culturally aware educators. Participants shared 
many stories of ways in which students and parents sought them out in confidence for their 
advice and guidance on school matters that were not related to just their classroom.  
Participants also noted how these relationships lasted beyond their tenure or the student’s 
academic career at the school. Arjun was perhaps the most descriptive when he elaborated by 
sharing many examples of when his former debate students confirmed that he and his work were 
influential long after his contact with them in the classroom: 
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I have kids that have graduated and because of their exposure to conversations with me, they're now 
fighting the good fight. They're now those beacons of shining light pushing for the same equity and 
inclusivity and diversity work. One of the kids I taught is going to go to Harvard and she's taking a year off 
to spend the time in a political campaign for one of the candidates that’s running for president. I saw her the 
other day, she gave me a hug and she's like, you know, Mr. A., I'm taking a gap year to do this because of 
what you talked about, and I was like, that’s super awesome. Being able to change somebody's mind, that's 
like super rewarding. There’s a kid who changed his very conservative views about certain things because 
he came back and he was like Mr. A., I remember arguing with you. My experience with debate and the 
readings that I've done on Baudrillard and social movements, now I understand what you were talking 
about. And he’s changed his political stance. I had a kid who is now a sophomore at Williams, and he's 
basically come back, and he's like, I'm a socialist now because of all of the reasons that I see what you 
talked about. Those are super rewarding experiences, like having those conversations about equity and 
diversity work, I'm starting to see these kids that are becoming adults that are now pushing for that same 
work.  
 
For Arjun, purpose and meaning was derived from teaching especially because he was able to 
see that his teaching influenced his students to pursue issues of social justice as well. He was 
incredibly proud of the fact that his students were able to trace back their transformative 
moments to the work he engaged in with them. The positive feedback loop further encouraged 
him to continue educating from a social justice orientation. Other participants shared similar 
sentiments, suggesting that participants felt particularly confident as educators for social justice 
when they saw evidence of their students not just benefiting from their teaching, mentoring, or 
leadership, but also evidence of students enact values in line with social justice as a result of their 
influence.  
Critically conscious educators perform their identity through the decisions they make in 
their classrooms as they relate to content, pedagogy, and relationships. They carefully construct a 
curriculum that broadens perspectives and challenges Eurocentric views and assumptions about 
the world. The employ strategies that elicit group discussion and collaborative meaning-making, 
empowering students to take ownership in their learning. They also center relationships with 
their students, knowing that trust and respect are prerequisites to learning and teaching. Critical 
educators behave similarly at leadership levels. If their interactions are more predominantly with 
colleagues and administrators, they engage in dialogue to continuously examine and revise 
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institutional practices and policies that do not advance justice and equity for their students. Often 
times, these educators risk burnout as they tend to be a minority in terms of not just their ethnic 
identity, but also their philosophy and positionality at schools. The participants in this study 
certainly demonstrated many characteristics of critically conscious educators, yet also shared the 
ways in which this work was taxing and sometimes even isolating. Resistance from colleagues, 
very few or no educators of color or like-minded peers in their school setting, or lack of familial 
or community support contributed as challenges that these educators navigated as they 
maintained their position as critically conscious educators. Further discussion on their resilience 
considering these structural hurdles will be had in Chapter 5.  
Summary 
The 11 interviews conducted for this study attempted to answer the research question: 
How do South Asian American educators’ understanding of their ethnic and racial identity 
interplay with their practice as critically conscious educators? The interview questions asked 
were influenced by Accapadi’s Point of Entry Model into Asian American Identity 
Consciousness (2012). This model is not so much preoccupied with identity development, and 
definitely not so on a linear, or progressive-stage level. Rather, the assumptions this model holds 
are that Asian Americans go into an exploration and understanding of their identity through 
various pathways: ethnic attachment, familial influence, immigration history, external 
perceptions and influences, seeing the self as other, and other social identities. The questions 
aimed to explore each of these pathways to obtain a full and rich account of participants’ 
identities as critically conscious South Asian Americans, and then more specifically as South 
Asian American educators for social justice.  
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In terms of ways in which participants reflected on their South Asian American identity 
to develop critical consciousness, three themes developed. First, it was clear that the participants 
had a healthy and positive relationship with their ethnic identity. Participants overwhelmingly 
connected with their culture at both the surface level and at deeper, more personal and profound 
levels. At the surface level, participants connected to their ethnic identity through clothing, 
entertainment, language, food, and clothing. At a deeper level, they connected to their ethnic 
identity through customs and traditions, immersion in their ancestral countries, and religion and 
spirituality. Second, it was also clear that participants experienced acts of discrimination that 
shaped their racialized identity. Participants’ geographic and demographic contexts, specifically 
those that were overwhelmingly White and rural or suburban, often exacerbated participants’ 
racialized understanding of self. Additionally, stories parents conveyed about their immigration, 
acculturation, and assimilation experience deeply impacted participants. Third, participants were 
able to articulate a sociopolitical stance as a South Asian American. They did so by explaining in 
detail why they chose to identify using specific ethnic terminology, and by providing examples 
of issues that pertained to the South Asian community that they thought were problematic and 
not in line with social justice values.  
In terms of ways in which participants acted upon their values and beliefs as critically 
conscious educators, two themes developed. First, participants applied salient values to their 
decisions to become educators. In this process, many participants found themselves negotiating 
tense terrain with their families, as it was in the moments when they realized they wanted to 
teach when some participants recognized that values their parents passed down were not 
necessarily readily supported by them in practice. Second, participants’ work as educators for 
social justice centered around issues of racial identity and relationships. Their personal 
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experiences, both childhood and professional, were important experiences to leverage and use as 
a springboard to connect with and advocate for students and for issues of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. By recognizing that these personal experiences were important in shaping their 
positionality, the participants were able to practice as critically conscious educators who, instead 
of replicating social and racial oppression, were actively trying to counter it. Because of their 
own experiences with race, participants were keen to support students’ racial identity expression 
and development and advocate for racial equity in curriculum and policy in their schools. 
Participants also humanized students and parents by building close relationships with them. By 
taking the time to earn students’ and families’ trust, participants were able to position themselves 
as authentic advocates for their needs and worked to dismantle deficit-based perspectives of their 
students.  
In the next section, a deeper analysis of the findings will be shared. Then, the 
implications of these findings will be discussed. How we can use the data to influence South 
Asian Americans to choose education as a career, how South Asian American educators can be 
supported in schools, and how students across identity markers may benefit from South Asian 
American educators who are committed to educating for social justice will be specifically 
explored. The discussion section will end with suggestions for future lines of study to further our 
understanding of South Asian American educators in the American school system.  
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION  
This chapter provides an analysis and discussion of the findings of this dissertation. The 
purpose of this study was to understand the relationship South Asian American educators had 
with their ethnic and racial identity that allowed them to arrive at their positionality as critically 
conscious, social justice-oriented educators. More specifically, this study examined the ways in 
which South Asian Americans conceptualized, analyzed, embraced, rejected, and/or negotiated 
elements of their ethnic and racial identity, including those elements that facilitated their 
development as critically conscious educators, and those elements that discouraged their 
development as critically conscious educators. Because pervasive stereotypes about Asian 
Americans (specifically, the model minority myth) dismiss this ethnic group as viable K–12 
teachers for social justice, the purpose of this study was to understand the profiles of South Asian 
American educators who have countered these stereotypes so that researchers and practitioners 
can promote alternative narratives of South Asian Americans that allows for a more authentic 
and layered portrayal of them, and subsequently pave ways to encourage more South Asian 
Americans to become educators.  
The study explored the research question: How do South Asian Americans’ 
understanding of their ethnic and racial identity interplay with their practice as critically 
conscious educators?  
Participant responses revealed their deep understanding of their ethnic and racial identity, 
and the complex ways in which they maintained their ethnic identity in structurally racist 
contexts. The responses also indicated the specific ways in which the participants arrived at and 
practiced as social justice-oriented educators. By reflecting deeply about their identity, 
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participants demonstrated capacity to engage in one of the essential requisites to becoming a 
critically conscious educator. This self-awareness coupled with evidence of justice-oriented 
behavior (or actions), the other essential requisite of critical consciousness, demonstrated 
participants’ willingness and commitment to actively and thoughtfully transform educational 
environments and experiences in order to better serve marginalized students, although at varying 
degrees. Participants’ anecdotes of ways in which they practiced as critically conscious educators 
suggested that some of them engaged in the work in more deep and complex ways than others, 
perhaps as a result of their own experiences of marginalization, their own understanding of 
critical conscious pedagogy (through formalized learning spaces), their school setting, work 
opportunities, or other factors that will be further described.  
The discussion of the findings mirror the format of the findings. First, I discuss the ways 
in which participants reflected upon their South Asian American identity and offer insight into 
the relevance of their ethnic cultural connections, their racialized experiences, and their 
sociopolitical leanings. Then, I discuss the ways in which participants enacted their values to 
become teachers for social justice, how and why they oriented their work around issues of race, 
and why they cited strong relationships with students as the key element to their passion for 
teaching. I make a connection between the two elements of critical consciousness, reflection and 
action, and how the educators in this study demonstrated their capacity to engage in both 
elements, particularly through the lens of their ethnic identity. Next, I explain the significance of 
these findings; why they are an important contribution to our understanding of not only South 
Asian Americans, but also critical educators of color. I discuss the implications of these findings 
as they relate to both educators and students. As it relates to South Asian American educators, I 
share how we can encourage South Asian Americans to choose education as a career and how 
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South Asian American educators can be supported as professionals in schools. As it relates to 
South Asian American students, I suggest how we can counter the potential ways in which South 
Asian American students experience racialization in schools. As it relates to students across 
identity markers, I consider how they may benefit from South Asian American educators who 
are committed to educating for social justice. Finally, I conclude by sharing my 
recommendations for practice and future research. I reflect on how this study could be 
strengthened, and questions that were left unexplored. I include suggestions for future lines of 
study to further our understanding of South Asian American educators in the American school 
system. Finally, as an epilogue, I include my own journey of self-reflection and discovery as an 
educator for social justice as I embarked upon and completed this dissertation.  
Reflecting as Critically Conscious South Asian Americans 
The South Asian American educators in this study engaged in deep examination of 
themselves through identity work, positing themselves to understand the ways in which they 
could and could not relate to other students of color or students with various other identity 
markers. The development of a strong sense of ethnic identity and awareness of a racialized 
identity served as a prerequisite to an authentic social justice orientation. The resilience they 
demonstrated by embracing their ethnic identity, even after having negotiating, transforming, or 
altering parts of it to acculturate into White-normed contexts, served as a protective factor 
against internalizing racism, and thus their experiences of racialization as “people of color” 
allowed them to acutely understand the systemic injustices they were poised to challenge.  
Critically Examining Elements of South Asian Ethnicity 
Ethnic identity salience refers to the degree to which one’s ethnicity is important in the 
experiences and understanding of self (Ting-Toomey et al., 2000). The participants in this study 
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demonstrated a strong ethnic identity salience that was highly personalized to them. In other 
words, their interpretation of their ethnic identity was not necessarily uniform across the 
participant pool nor the South Asian community at large. This suggests that the participants 
carefully negotiated intergroup messages about “authentic ethnicity” and avoided adopting an 
essentialist South Asian identity, and also avoided homogenizing their identity to conveniently 
fit into simplified boxes created by structural racism.    
Applying a Decolonized Perspective to their South Asian Identity  
For the participants in this study, strong ethnic salience was conveyed through various 
tangible connections to South Asian culture, such as identity monikers, food, entertainment, 
dress, traditional events, travel, and language. Their experiences with these elements 
strengthened their understanding of self without using a White comparison point. In other words, 
their engagement with ethnic identity elements allowed them to center their “South Asianness” 
in a non-racialized way. Additionally, as they spoke of these commodities, practices, and 
behaviors, they revealed how these elements facilitated their movement in and out of the 
American “mainstream.” These elements gave them a distinct South Asian (Muslim, Parsi, Desi, 
Sri Lankan, South Indian, North Indian, etc.) identity, but they also facilitated connections across 
other ethnic groups.  
To illustrate, six participants spoke of traveling to India regularly as a means to connect 
with their ancestry and culture. The participants for whom travel to India was a regular 
occurrence growing up shared a connection to a place that felt like an extension of home, and 
they held their travel memories sacred. Rather than recalling their trips to India like foreigners or 
outsiders gazing in, they spoke with familiarity and intimate affiliation with their country. 
Prabhas most eloquently articulated the power of trips to Tamil Nadu, where he felt like he 
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“blended in” and where he felt his tongue automatically switched to speaking a language that he 
felt was muted in Oklahoma. Trips to their ancestral countries served as a respite, a few months 
where they could experience belonging as a majority in a majority context, even though they 
recognized their hybrid identities didn’t allow them to be completely at home in these ancestral 
lands for too long. On the other hand, a White-normed account of a trip to India may include talk 
about wild animals roaming the streets, spicy street food, or overwhelming poverty. On this 
level, India is reduced to a conglomeration of trite symbols and stereotypes signaling it as 
mysterious, dangerous, and exotic. Participants countered Eurocentric rhetoric on South Asian 
countries, which often portrays them as dirty, uncivilized, backwards, poor, or hopelessly chaotic 
with a decolonized, asset-based perspective, providing anecdotes that posited their countries and 
cultures as dignified, rich, and progressive. Not all participants had the privilege of regular travel 
to their ancestral countries. However, all of them were able to engage with their cultural identity 
markers through this decolonized perspective. 
In another example, “food” was cited enthusiastically by all participants as something 
they loved about their South Asian identity. While the participants varied by ethno-regional 
identities (e.g., hailing from various states in India such as Gujrat, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil 
Nadu), they spoke knowledgably about pan-regional South Asian food, suggesting that food is an 
important homogenizing force amongst South Asians. Demonstrating ethnic connection through 
food was also an example of how participants resisted assimilation. Rather than disregarding 
traditions that centered around food, they maintained them and even adapted them to fit with 
mainstream contexts (e.g., Dilip making a tater-tot samosa). Additionally, food was a natural 
vehicle to build connections across race and ethnicity. Ethnic communities’ foods become 
categorized in a Eurocentric hierarchy of civility and taste. For example, South Asian food is not 
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considered “fine dining” in the same vein as French or other European cuisine. The distinct 
aroma of spices, plating of food, and even manner by which South Asian food is eaten (by hand), 
can connote an unsophisticated and underdeveloped cuisine if interpreted through a colonized 
perspective. When participants such as Juhi, Sayuri, and Deepika invited conversations about 
food and offered opportunities for students to share their ethnic foods with each other, they 
actively worked against colonist and hegemonic messages about what is considered “proper” 
food, and thus by extension, “civil” culture. By inviting their White, South Asian, Black, and 
Latinx students to share in conversations about food and sharing meals together, they not only 
worked to destigmatize distinct features of their culture, but they also built community across 
groups.  
An important caveat in the conversation around “food” is that food as a shared common 
cultural identifier must not be seen as sufficient enough to authentically bridge cultures. Some 
participants spoke at length about validating students’ identities through conversations around 
food. However, it was unclear whether the participants engaged in other more socially and 
politically nuanced ways to validate students’ identities and challenge institutional and structural 
norms centered around White privilege while doing so. If assessed along a continuum of activity 
demonstrating critical consciousness, engagement with surface-level cultural identifiers, such as 
food, music, Bollywood, etc. may be considered a more nascent or burgeoning means of 
dismantling structural inequity unless one spends considerable time analyzing the inherent biases 
and problems in them through a decolonized lens.  
Practicing a decolonized perspective allowed the participants to subconsciously and 
consciously develop a similar approach toward other cultures, priming them to see other people 
of color through an asset-based lens and finding points of connection and similarity between 
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South Asian culture and Black, Latinx, or other Asian cultures. Thus, when participants 
connected with students of other races and ethnicities through finding parallels in food, customs, 
or celebrations, they were actively engaging in a normalizing and uplifting of culture that may be 
deemed as dull, distasteful, or heathen by Eurocentric standards. Additionally, the participants 
were also actively countering stereotypes and culturally (mis)appropriated behaviors of their 
colleagues by utilizing their insider perspective on their culture. Galindo (1996) referred to this 
behavior by educators as “bridging identity,” connecting their identity and their past experiences 
to their role as classroom educators. By bridging identity, educators serve as role models, 
countering mainstream White views of other cultures and sanctioning the display and practice of 
ethnic identity markers in mainstream contexts. In the process, the participants in this study were 
also countering a side-effect of the defense strategy on part of people of color as they challenge 
White supremacist structures. Author and poet Cathy Park Hong (2020) noted,  
A side effect of this justified rage [against White nationalism] has been a “stay in your lane” politics in 
which artists and writers are asked to speak only from their personal ethnic experiences. Such a politics not 
only assumes racial identity is pure…but reduces racial identity to intellectual property. (pp. 101-102) 
 
Similar to artists and writers, educators are often pigeonholed only to their ethnic identity, as if 
they can only speak to their specific experiences as South Asian, Black, Latinx, or White 
Americans. While the South Asian American participants in this study were most authentically 
able to speak to their South Asian American identity, they also spoke of the various ways in 
which they identified more broadly as a “person of color,” suggesting an affinity to a pan-ethnic 
identity by which they were able to relate to and/or appreciate certain aspects of culture from 
various ethnic and racial groups.  
Countering Essentialism within the South Asian Diaspora 
South Asian American ethnic identity is developed and maintained in a structurally racist 
context (White-normed America). As a result, South Asian Americans must make choices as to 
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how they preserve and transmit elements of ethnic identity if they wish to not fully assimilate 
into Whitestream culture. Entrance to an exploration of their ethnic identity has historically been 
guarded by “ethnic gatekeepers” who “restrict what qualifies as ‘authentic’ ethnicity to 
proscribed beliefs and behaviors” (Sharma, 2010, p. 11). In other words, mainstream South 
Asians (who tend to be Indian, Hindu, straight, cisgender, and middle-upper class) dictate what 
qualifies as “real” markers of ethnic identity, and thereby assess who is sufficiently South Asian 
and who doesn’t pass. Many of the qualifications that are deemed sufficient are often narrow 
interpretations of South Asian culture, in line with more conservative or temporally stagnant 
views of South Asia (Das Gupta, 1997). In an effort to insulate a community from the 
oppressions of race, South Asians replicate oppressions by performing a “hegemonic Desiness” 
by tightly dictating the norms of what is considered South Asian ethnicity.  
Indian and non-Indian and Hindu and non-Hindu participants alike were able to 
distinguish the “hegemonic Desi” aspects of ethnic culture with what felt authentic to them. They 
were thus able to carve a sense of belongingness with their ethnic community without resorting 
to espousing all the ethnic practices sanctioned by the mainstream South Asian community. To 
illustrate, Sayuri, as a Tamil Sri Lankan, specifically identified as a Sri Lankan in order to 
counter the assumption that all South Asians are Indians. Similarly, Ayesha countered the notion 
that only Hindus are from India by proudly standing by both her Indian and Muslim identity. 
Both Sayuri and Ayesha stood out as two participants who were able to name and counter 
essentialism in more specific and complex ways than other participants. Correlatedly, they were 
also participants from marginalized regional and religious backgrounds in the South Asian 
diaspora. Sayuri’s Sri Lankan identity, her parents’ refugee status, and her professed dark skin 
served as significant life experience markers that allowed her to deeply engage with social justice 
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issues because it was so personal to her. Similarly, Ayesha’s Muslim identity and in particular 
her Muslim Indian identity in a predominantly White community during a time of peak anti-
Islam sentiments in America made issues of race-related justice all the more salient to her.  
Rekha, who identified as Hindu and Indian, rejected many mainstream Desi ethnic 
markers that she found were superficial, such as Bollywood, and rather sought connections with 
South Asians who shared her sociopolitical ideology. Arjun and Dilip both identified strongly as 
Hindu but specified how their understanding and practice of Hinduism was considered fringe. 
Juhi’s Zoroastrian faith put her in a minority in the South Asian diaspora, but she maintained her 
Parsi identity while in predominantly non-Parsi South Asian groups by educating others on Parsi 
religion and culture. A more in-depth discussion in this section focuses on two major ways in 
which participants countered “hegemonic Desiness” (and hegemonic Whiteness) through ethnic 
identity monikers and religion.  
As seen through participant anecdotes, it was clear that not all participants could speak to 
the source of their critical consciousness with equal complexity, suggesting that critical 
consciousness is not an “endpoint,” and also that individuals engage with their critical 
consciousness on a continuum; life experiences, intersections of marginality, and theoretical 
understanding of issues influence where individuals start on the continuum and in what direction 
they progress. 
Ethnic Identity Monikers. When it came to rationalizing their choice for specific ethnic 
identity labels, participants indicated the careful thought they put into their choices. The 
participants recognized the power of the terms “Asian American” and “South Asian American” 
as solidarity terms designed to build transracial coalitions. In the appropriate contexts, they 
utilized these identities in order to signal panethnic belonging and advance equity conversations, 
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much like East Asians did when the term “Asian American” was first coined. At the same time, 
they also classified with more precise identities in predominantly South Asian contexts, such as 
Gujrati, Muslim, Marathi, Tamil, etc., suggesting regional, religious, linguistic, or intergroup 
affinities. For many of the participants, identifying more specifically than “South Asian 
American” was a practice in resistance. For Sayuri, Juhi, and Ayesha, identifying specifically 
with their region and religion was a form of resisting erasure within the South Asian diaspora. 
Dilip chose the term “Desi” to connote an intimacy with Indians while at the same time resisting 
exclusivity amongst Indians. The participants underscored the complexity of the South Asian 
American experience, in which one carefully navigates pan-ethnic boundaries and coalitions, 
knowing when it is advantageous to present homogeneously, and when it is necessary to 
individuate.  
Religion. As it pertained to religion, participants also countered hegemonic expectations 
of belief and practice as imposed both by majoritarian Hindu and White Christian communities. 
Kurien (1999) explained that religion plays a “central role in ethnic construction because it 
generally serves as a vehicle for the transmission of culture and also provides the institutional 
framework for community formation” (p. 649). Diasporic performances of Hinduism have 
transformed the religion and its purpose significantly. Instead of Hinduism serving as a 
decentralized spiritual system to guide a way of being (Saxena, 2004), it has come to embody a 
rigid set of rules and behaviors dictating homogenized forms of worship, social hierarchies, 
gender roles and familial and community expectations. For many of the participants who 
identified as Hindu, this was something they experienced, but also something they countered 
through their own interpretation of and practice of religion. For example, Priya and Rekha were 
deeply wary of religious elders who proselytized and their parents’ generation blindly followed 
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such teachings. They both chose to reject the gender restrictions mainstream Hindu contexts 
imposed. Arjun and Dilip each spoke of embracing the spiritual guidance that Hinduism 
provided and were knowledgeable about the meaning behind Hindu practices. Dilip called his 
parents’ interpretation of Hinduism as “hippie,” but it is arguable that their interpretation of 
Hinduism was more in line with the essence of the religion as outlined in the sacred texts. He 
spoke of how his spirituality guided how he treated others, how he approached the purpose of 
life, and how he understood his connection with time, space, and the cosmos through his 
articulation of dharma (deeds) and karma (consequences), concepts that are linked to the idea of 
reincarnation until the soul is freed from the restrictions of the body. This spiritual interpretation 
of the purpose of life allowed Dilip to find meaning in his work as an educator.  
Arjun and Ayesha both shared examples of how they countered White Christian 
hegemony through their practice of religion. Meditation was a major fixture in Arjun’s daily 
practice as a Hindu and he understood yoga and mindfulness as a Hindu foundation for life rather 
than a White-co-opted consumerism project. He stated proudly that he was able to say that 
meditation was not a fad he picked up, but rather a practice he engaged in since a young age as 
an Indian Hindu. Ayesha’s relationship with Islam was partly an act of resistance against the 
threat of erasure by White Christian politics that have persistently vilified Islam post 9/11. Her 
choice to eventually wear a hijab was a direct response to the Islamophobia she experienced in 
personal and professional spheres. Ayesha’s choice was indicative of what many Muslims felt in 
the post-9/11 American political climate: either submit to the pressure to dissolve an Islamic 
religious identity or submit to the pressure to counter hegemonic assumptions of Islam by 
performing the religion actively. However, it is important to note that Ayesha’s relationship with 
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Islam was also highly personal, as she indicated through her journey into adulthood where she 
developed a desire to build a closer relationship with God.  
Juhi explained how her Zoroastrian faith and Parsi culture were inextricable, further 
substantiating Kurien’s claim that religion serves as a vehicle for transmitting culture (1999). 
Because the Parsi community is so numerically small, Juhi found herself in pan-ethnic social 
groupings within the South Asian community. However, rather than homogenizing her identity 
into the Hindu mainstream, she capitalized on her position in predominantly non-Parsi South 
Asian groups to bring awareness about Parsi culture and faith. She further spoke of the ways in 
which her Zoroastrian faith guided her behavior and beliefs, especially as they related to 
education. The Zoroastrian focus on ethical behavior and the pursuit of knowledge and truth 
perfectly complemented her social justice-orientation. The synchrony between specific South 
Asian cultural and spiritual values and a social justice philosophy is further explored later in this 
discussion.  
Critiquing Specific South Asian Cultural Messages 
Participants critiqued certain elements of South Asian American culture they felt needed 
internal examination from their community in order to improve it. Whether it was pointing out 
the hegemonic force that India and Hinduism had on the South Asian diaspora, the problems 
rigid and oppressive gender roles placed on South Asian females, the issue with not talking about 
mental health, sexuality, or other traditionally taboo issues, or anti-Blackness and colorism 
within the South Asian community, participants named areas where they believed South Asians 
needed to engage in critical discussions. Additionally, many participants linked these in-group 
issues as symptoms of larger structural forces, namely colonization and the internalization of the 
model minority myth and White privilege.  
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Countering the Internalization of the Model Minority Myth. Participants recalled 
memories of growing up within the boundaries of the model minority myth as it was enforced 
upon them by their families or by their schools and communities at large. While they grew up to 
actively reject embracing the stereotype, they were definitely impacted by it as children and 
students. Five participants recalled how the most prevalent emphasis in their homes was on 
education. Myopic conversations on grades and achievement, comparisons to other high 
achieving South Asians, and goals for financially lucrative careers were constant conversations 
for some of them growing up. The pressure to perform was evidenced through statements like 
“An ‘A-’ is an Asian ‘B,’” the pressure to attend selective and prestigious universities, and the 
expectation that they would enter high-status careers in STEM or law. While some participants 
attributed the focus on education and high achievement to the model minority myth, it’s 
important to remember the counternarrative to this assumption, which is that many immigrant or 
first generation Asian Americans have a specific “success frame” which they turn to in order to 
figure out ways to advance in this country. Having been products of immigration policies and 
professional choices that zoned them to specific careers and trajectories, many immigrant parents 
rely on their understanding of success and transmit that to their children in order to mitigate 
rejection and pain. For many South Asian parents, this looked like emphasizing grades which 
could serve as a buffer from daily microaggressions and slights as well as future career 
roadblocks.  
Nonetheless, some of these participants’ parents’ views toward education suggested a 
limited understanding of structural systems that supported their rise and thwarted academic and 
economic progress in other communities. For example, Deepika, Ayesha, and Arjun recalled 
how their fathers believed in a meritocratic system in which one can succeed simply by virtue of 
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working hard and rendering acts of racism and bigotry as inconsequential. The participants 
countered these messages in a few ways. First, noticing that many South Asian friendships were 
predicated on competition, many of them avoided friendships with other South Asians in order to 
circumvent status comparisons. Second, while all participants cited their love for school and the 
fact that they did well academically, they also chose to engage in school through participating in 
a variety of non-STEM curricular and co-curricular options such as sports, theater, debate, 
photography, and student government. In these spaces, participants found like-minded peers with 
shared interests. Third, while many of the participants demonstrated a capacity to perform well in 
high-status fields (e.g., science, law, consulting), when they decided they wanted to become a 
teacher, they confronted their parents gently but firmly and maintained their argument that 
teaching was indicative of their hard work, intelligence, and passion. In other words, they did not 
give in to the stereotype that teaching was a lesser-than profession and entered it with pride and 
dignity. Finally, as teachers, each of the participants unequivocally rejected the tenets of the 
model minority stereotype. Through the identity work they did before they became teachers and 
as they were teaching, they reflected on how many of the values their parents espoused were 
antithetical to their orientation as social justice educators. For example, Ayesha specifically 
mentioned how she had to “undo” many of the values her parents taught her, such as being soft-
spoken and not causing any waves, because they were colliding with her activist approach 
toward education. Prabhas spoke of the implicit pressure he felt as a South Asian male and child 
of highly successful immigrant parents to build upon their achievements but decided he would 
continue to teach, and through his successes as an educator, convince his family that his work 
was important and worthy of praise. Priya and Jaya, both educators and mothers, shared how 
they hoped their status as teachers would inspire their own children to see South Asians in more 
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diverse roles, and every participant recognized that by simply being a South Asian American 
educator, they were role models to other South Asian students who may want to choose 
alternative career paths.  
The willingness to engage in critical in-group dialogue about South Asian American 
identity indicated these participants’ ability to be self-reflective and apply critical thought toward 
an honest and realistic self-assessment of their own community before they turned the critical 
dialogue outward. Each participant demonstrated some ability to engage in an internal critique, 
albeit varied in the specificity and scathe. These participants were able to disrupt internalized 
privilege, some more so than others, depending on their own experiences with marginalization, 
their family’s histories, and their own understanding of social justice issues. Instead of insulating 
themselves from acknowledging ways in which they may be perpetuating dominant and 
hegemonic ideologies, they were able to draw closer to a critical perspective, which encourages 
one to constantly question, examine, and analyze forces of one’s own culture in a larger system 
of institutional and structural oppression.  
In summary, the majority of participants named a connection with specific ethnic 
practices that deepened their understanding of their South Asian identity without resorting to a 
myopic and elitist mindset toward their ethnicity, and furthermore, they maintained the “South 
Asian” in their South Asian American identity despite operating in hegemonic White-normed 
contexts. For each participant, the ethnic practices which they connected to were different, based 
on their own upbringing, gender, class, immigration, geographic, and other influencing factors. 
Their interactions with tangible and ideological ethnic identity markers suggested a careful 
consideration of what was authentic to them and how it fit into their broader awareness of 
intergroup workings as South Asian Americans. They also countered the notion that surface-
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level ethnic identity markers such as food, dress, and cultural celebrations are neutral and 
superficial as they employed a decolonized perspective toward practicing and sharing them with 
others. Participants engaged in sociopolitical commentary regarding their customs, practices, and 
religious beliefs (e.g., understanding the reasons why regionally specific ethnic identity monikers 
were necessary to espouse, reconceptualizing Hinduism to mean something different for them 
than it did for mainstream Hindus). They also engaged in critical dialogue about values and 
beliefs within their community that were counterproductive to a social justice orientation, such as 
the internalization of the model minority myth. In a later section, I will discuss how participants 
reflected upon experiences they had that racialized them as distinctly non-American or “other” 
and how they responded to these experiences.  
Synchronizing Values to A Critical Practice 
While many participants’ parents stressed the value of education, nine participants shared 
values that centered around a particular ethical and moral framework. Parents emphasized to 
their children the importance of finding meaning and purpose in work that serves others, serving 
others (sacrificing) without contempt, doing work that is ethical and good for the world, and 
doing work with integrity and compassion. Some participants attributed these values as unique to 
their families, knowing that not all South Asian parents talked this way about futures and careers. 
Some also connected these values to their religion and the larger worldview toward which their 
religion or culture guided them. The participants who spoke of their religion and its influence on 
their social justice positionality spoke of religion as a spiritual practice. The role spirituality 
plays in critical pedagogy is not underscored frequently in research, but it is important to explore 
in this context. In a study exploring the connections between cultural identity, spirituality, and 
teaching for transformation, Tolliver and Tisdell (2002) outlined the many ways an 
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understanding of “spirit,” or the life-force that occurs in everything, can aid in withstanding 
oppression. Spirituality, they shared, “invites people into their own authenticity” (p. 391). 
Emancipatory spirituality emphasizes interconnectedness and the importance of working 
together to achieve social transformation. In other words, a true sense of spirituality is not 
disconnected from the tenets of critical pedagogy and social justice. Elements of emancipatory 
spirituality are evident in various cultures, such as through the practice of ceremony in 
Indigenous cultures (Ortiz, 2018; Wilson, 2008), or the concept of Ubuntu in African countries 
(Dillard, 2019). Similarly, participants of Hindu, Zoroastrian, and Muslim faiths believed that 
doing good work for others only further encouraged good opportunities for oneself, resulting in a 
cyclical relational actualizing prosperity for all. They did not think of serving the community for 
self-serving reasons, but rather because they understood the interconnectedness of individuals 
with each other and with a larger spiritual force ensured wellbeing for all.  
Critically Examining and Countering Racialization 
It is inevitable for South Asian Americans to experience racialization when they 
participate in mainstream institutions (Purkayastha, 2005). The acculturation typological 
perspective developed by Berry et al. (1987) describes the degrees of ethnic identity salience an 
individual may have. It is a helpful tool in understanding the options South Asian Americans 
may have when their ethnicity collides with racializing forces. When racist experiences bring 
their ethnicity under scrutiny, some South Asian Americans may find themselves erasing any 
signs of ethnic identity and adopting White cultural identity markers in order to survive, thereby 
practicing assimilation. Some may feel compelled to guard and preserve their ethnicity and also 
clarify assumptions and stereotypes around ethnicity, turning back to ethnic gatekeepers and 
identifying even more strongly with their ethnic identity, practicing a traditional-oriented option. 
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Some may find themselves reconfiguring ethnic practices while seeing themselves as part of the 
larger society, striving for a bicultural identity. And yet still, some may find themselves 
ethnically and psychologically alienated from both their ethnic culture and the mainstream, 
experiencing marginalization.  
In this study, it was evident that all of the participants demonstrated strong South Asian 
ethnic identity salience while maintaining a broader understanding of their South Asian 
American identity despite experiencing being racialized as an “other,” although to varied 
degrees. In other words, they demonstrated a specific type of bicultural identity in which they 
recognized and honored their ethnicity, but rather than seeing themselves as White-aligned (i.e., 
assimilating into the larger mainstream society), they established themselves even more squarely 
with people of color and actively rejected White status quo expectations. It may have been that 
the participants found themselves experiencing marginalization, assimilation, or tradition-
oriented mindsets at various points in their journey to and through critical consciousness. In fact, 
it is likely that some participants experienced marginalization before they were able to step into a 
bicultural identity. When participants spoke of entering stages of depression, rejecting or 
suppressing their cultural identity throughout their childhood, desperately wishing to be White or 
invisible, etc., they hinted at moments in their lives when they were far from actualized in a 
bicultural mindset. This reinforced the importance of understanding critical consciousness as a 
journey, not an endpoint. Educators’ identities emerged and submerged in critical consciousness 
through continuous experiences and processing of experiences.  
Experiencing Racism.  
Johnston-Guerrero (2016) explained the distinctions and intersections of race and 
ethnicity, noting that race is often invoked through external forces as a means to differentiate 
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negatively, and ethnicity is invoked to encourage positive group identity and cohesion. However, 
when experiencing discrimination, individuals may ask themselves if the discrimination is due to 
their race (racism) or their ethnicity (ethnocentrism). When this question is posed, one realizes 
that in issues of discrimination as they relate to identity, race and ethnicity can often conflate or 
swap places. Every participant experienced a context in which they were othered due to some 
combination of race or ethnicity, whether it was a lack of access to spaces and opportunities, or 
perhaps a more active, sometimes violent form of oppression. These experiences were impactful 
enough that participants were able to recall them in great detail.  
For some participants, the “othering” experiences were directly connected to their 
geographic location and the corresponding demographic make-up of their neighborhoods, which 
were almost always predominantly White. Dilip, Prabhas, Priya, and Sayuri all grew up in rural 
or suburban contexts that were strikingly homogenous (White). Each of them experienced racial 
incidents that they could trace back to the fact that their peers had no exposure to other people of 
color. For example, Prabhas was the only person of color on his high school football team, and 
he felt that because he was Indian, he wasn’t taken seriously as an athlete. Sayuri and Prabhas 
both recalled moments where they had to specify to their peers what it meant to be Indian: not 
Native American, not from Indiana, but Indian; South Asian, from India. Priya recalled feeling 
socially isolated because her peers could not relate to the rules her family had on social activities 
(not being able to go to sleepovers, not being able to wear certain clothes, etc.). Dilip 
experienced the most violent racial hostility as he was often a target of white supremacists at the 
concerts he attended as he was nearly always the only person of color he could see in those 
spaces.  
  167 
Even participants who grew up in more urban cities shared examples of social isolation. 
For example, Ayesha grew up in a West Coast city with a high population of Chinese Americans 
and White Americans. Despite growing up with other Asian Americans, she constantly felt like 
an outsider in school social settings, often being the only Indian Muslim in her class. Deepika 
grew up in a highly diverse city but recalled a time when her teacher couldn’t help her place her 
ethnic identity on a standardized test. Jasmeet experienced significant culture shock moving from 
a densely South Asian populated town in England to a predominantly White and Latinx town in 
California. She developed a “Goth” identity to fit in with her peers. Participants like Ayesha, 
Deepika, and Jasmeet found themselves finding other aspects of their identity to make salient in 
order to feel like they belonged, because their South Asian identity had no place in their school 
and social contexts.  
The experience of being “one of one” often carried over into their work experiences. 
Even participants who grew up with a substantial South Asian population found themselves to be 
ethnic minorities in their professional settings. Many participants then found themselves 
experiencing racial microaggressions even by well-intentioned colleagues who tokenized them in 
the name of multicultural discussions. In these settings, participants gravitated toward other 
educators of color, finding comfort in transracial bonds.   
Many of the participants’ parents experienced racism as it related to race, too, which left 
an impact on the participants. The answers to the questions regarding their parents’ immigration 
history and the examples of being othered evoked the most emotion out of the participants. 
Participants were able to hold multiple conflicting realities as it related to their parents’ 
immigration experiences and subsequent assimilationist attitudes. For example, some 
participants’ parents were rather tight-lipped about their adjustment experience in America. 
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When it came up, the parents (predominantly the fathers) spoke tersely and matter-of-factly 
about the racism they experienced, relegating it to isolated incidents. The parents were unable to 
contextualize these acts as part of larger systemic injustices. Rather, they assumed that they 
could mitigate the racism by working hard and within the rules set by White society. Participants 
were able to recognize the limits of their parents’ analysis due to the fact that their parents were 
not exposed to other people of color or conversations about social justice or had internalized 
deep trauma and reanalyzed their parents experiences through a critical lens in their retelling of 
these anecdotes.  
When participants talked about how vulnerable their parents were in their initial years in 
this country, how it felt being racially profiled at airports, being socially outcast because of their 
religion, being constantly misidentified or ambiguously identified by peers and educators, or 
being passed up jobs and for promotions for which they were overly qualified, they provided 
examples of enduring the oppressive effects of White supremacist culture. They maintained their 
presence in these toxic environments despite feeling afraid, ostracized, or isolated, building 
relationships and finding community through various creative means. These experiences further 
solidified their understanding of selves as people of color who experience marginalization and 
blocked access to opportunities as a result of structural racism.  
Critically Countering Racism 
When participants experienced microaggressions, covert and overt racism, and 
discriminatory practices, they were able to name them as such. Participants did not provide 
rationales for these actions, which would suggest internalized racism. All the participants 
engaged in a critical analysis of racial injustice. Analyzed through the acculturation typological 
perspective, participants may have had some point, to some degree, have experienced dissonance 
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and despair as they struggled to reconcile their racialized experiences with their notion of self. 
However, at the time of the interview, participants were able to reflect back on their experience 
and in their current positionality, they didn’t take racist incidents as feedback to reject their 
South Asian identity altogether and assimilate into Whitestream society. The racist acts also 
didn’t propel the participants toward a more militant South Asian identity. Finally, these acts of 
racism did not damage the psyche to the point where the participants felt alienated from both 
cultures. Participants countered acts of racism in multiple ways. Some intractably maintained 
their presence in White spaces even though they were given unwelcome responses. This was the 
case for participants like Prabhas and Dilip, who persisted in sports and punk rock spaces despite 
being repeatedly ostracized. Others bifurcated their identity and code-switched between 
identities. Jasmeet, for example, relegated expressing her South Asian identity to mostly South 
Asian contexts, and didn’t bring it up as openly in her school setting. Many of the participants, 
however (including Prabhas, Dilip and Jasmeet), sought social contexts where they could 
experience more ethnic and racial diversity or an ideological match. By finding these safe spaces 
against the backdrop of White contexts, whether they were largely South Asian in population, a 
mix of racial groups, or spaces where people across racial lines met to predominantly focus on 
socially conscious pedagogical philosophy, participants buffered themselves against the 
harshness of their White supremacist contexts.   
Contextualizing Participants’ Reflections on Ethnic Identity  
In studying educators of color and their social justice positionality, researchers have 
noted that being a person of color does not automatically qualify one as a social justice educator 
(Childs, 2019; Gay & Kirkland, 2003). Rather, it is educators’ personal experiences with their 
identity markers, and how they make sense of these personal experiences, that influence their 
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position toward teaching students of color (Kohli & Pizarro, 2016). To that end, before we can 
begin a discussion on how the South Asian American educators in this study performed as 
critically conscious educators, it behooves us to understand what sense they made of their 
personal experiences with their ethnic and racial identity, and why it even matters. 
Critical consciousness development includes one’s metacognitive processes; or as the 
Indigenous scholar Shawn Wilson described in Research is Ceremony (2008), one’s ontologies 
and epistemologies. In simple terms, ontology refers to ways of being, and epistemology refers 
to ways of knowing. Wilson elaborated,  
In an Indigenous ontology, there may be multiple realities…the difference is that, rather than the truth 
being something that is ‘out there’ or external, reality is in the relationship that one has with the truth (p. 
73). 
 
It is important to recognize that epistemology includes entire systems of knowledge and 
relationships. These relationships are with the cosmos around us, as well as with concepts. They thus 
include interpersonal, intrapersonal, environmental and spiritual relationships, and relationships with ideas. 
Indigenous epistemology is our cultures, our worldviews, our time, our languages, our histories, our 
spiritualties, and our places in the cosmos. Indigenous epistemology is our systems of knowledge in their 
context, or in relationship (p. 74).  
 
As it relates to critical consciousness, I argue that individuals must be in deep dialogue with 
themselves, seeking to understand the ways of being and the ways of knowing that are influenced 
by their experiences and relationships. This is, essentially, self-awareness. When participants 
explained their relationships with ethnic identity markers, both tangible and ideological, they 
provided insight into how they have learned to “know” their worlds and themselves. Their ethnic 
identity was an indelible part of who they were. Because each of them developed their own 
relationship with their ethnic identity, traversing panethnic and transracial boundaries at different 
moments and to varying degrees, they each held distinct realities of what it meant to be South 
Asian American. They were thus able to maintain cultural diversity within their ethnic 
community, while also acknowledging the times when it would be beneficial to homogenize their 
identity for social and political gain in structurally racist contexts. Their experiences with racism 
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further positioned them to understand who they were in relation to White structures and systems. 
Furthermore, the participants recognized that the experiences of racism linked them to each other 
and other people of color. In other words, recognizing that their experiences were not isolated 
but were rather a part of a larger pattern of injustice allowed them to develop notions of 
solidarity with other marginalized groups. Their reflections on their identities resulted in an 
analysis of themselves as South Asians who practiced distinct ways of being and also as people 
of color who could connect with other people of color through common ways of knowing. 
Educating from a social justice orientation is predicated on the self-awareness of one’s 
cultural biography and how it impacts the way they see the world. Participants demonstrated an 
active analysis of past experiences, both of ethnic events and products as well as of racialized 
situations. In retelling their stories, they demonstrated an analytical introspection of the interplay 
between their ethnic and racial identity, developing what Metz (2018) called a “raced 
consciousness.” This consciousness allowed them to first, negotiate with their families and 
communities to become teachers, and second, step into education as teachers primed to engage in 
transformative, critical work with their students. In the next section, I discuss the various ways in 
which participants’ understanding of self allowed them to engage critically in the field of 
education.  
Practicing Social Justice as Critically Conscious South Asian American Educators  
The South Asian American participants in this study applied their understanding of 
identity to their work as critically conscious educators. The values that were imparted on them in 
their childhood helped them negotiate their professional decisions, which, for many participants, 
was the first act toward solidifying their social justice orientation as educators. Whether it was 
explaining to parents their desire to teach or pivoting into teaching as a career after attempting to 
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find joy and purpose in other careers, their movement toward teaching required courage, clarity, 
and conviction. Then, as educators, participants demonstrated their ability to engage with 
students in culturally relevant ways, building relationships and centering student identities at 
various levels within the school system, albeit in varied ways.  
Negotiating Conversations around Career 
Amongst the participants, there were a small number who fell into teaching after some 
point in their adulthood, yet the majority of participants stated they knew they wanted to teach 
from an early point in their young adulthood. Nine participants entered teaching after pursuing 
other careers. A few found teaching was their calling after stumbling upon it or entering the field 
as a placeholder while they figured out the next steps in their lives. However, the majority of 
participants who switched to teaching after spending time in other fields stated that they were 
fighting a desire within them to teach from the beginning of their careers, and only chose not to 
pursue it from the beginning because they felt compelled to honor their parents’ wishes. Two 
participants knew they wanted to teach from the very beginning, and these were the two 
participants who not only had some of the strongest values around service, but who also had 
parents who supported and encouraged them to teach from the beginning.  
Participants whose parents were not initially supportive of teaching as a career took 
considerable risks in maintaining teaching was their profession of choice. They weighed the 
potential of bringing disappointment to their parents, noting that for many parents, their children 
securing prestigious positions was a reflection of parents succeeding at raising them in a foreign 
country against opposing cultural values. They also felt a sense of filial piety, knowing the 
sacrifices their parents put into succeeding as immigrants and feeling obligated to honor their 
hard work. Most participants were the first in their family and larger family friend circle to 
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become teachers, which meant they were particularly bold in venturing away from careers 
traditional to South Asian Americans. Not only was there no support network for them as they 
entered this profession, there also wasn’t one for their parents. Priya reflected on this, noting that 
perhaps her mother would have been more accepting of her career choice had there been other 
children in her family friend circle who had become teachers too. Jaya developed the courage to 
pursue teaching well into her adulthood, after she had children of her own and realized she 
needed to be the role model for her children that she did not have. Without having co-ethnic role 
models in the profession, both parents and participants navigated unchartered territory as they 
came to embrace this career choice. Most participants who did have family members as teachers, 
on the other hand, experienced strikingly different levels of support from their parents. Dilip, 
Juhi, and Sayuri each had parents or grandparents who were teachers and received warm 
validation from them as they chose this career. Their experience suggests that there is hope for 
South Asian Americans to be supported through their decisions to become teachers as more and 
more of them enter the profession, as they would have role models and support networks built 
into their own ethnic community.  
Participants’ struggles with reconciling their passion with their parents’ wishes 
underscores the impact collectivist cultures’ values have on individuals who grow up in an 
individualistic context. Participants experienced considerable cognitive and emotional 
dissonance as they attempted to center family in a society that sent them the message that their 
individual desires were the most important to pursue. Ultimately, many of the participants turned 
to their collectivist values as a rationale for teaching. Participants like Arjun, Priya, and Rekha 
each rejected careers that perpetuated a neoliberal, capitalist, White privilege ideology, despite 
how lucrative and prestigious they were. Instead, they gravitated toward teaching because they 
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could serve communities in more authentic and rewarding ways. Most participants’ reasons to 
either enter teaching or remain in teaching was because they found deep fulfillment in this work 
and felt it aligned with their values around good deeds and service for the betterment of 
communities at large. Thus, establishing teaching as a career was, for many participants, the first 
way in which they acted upon their critical consciousness as educators and a way in which they 
honored their ethnic cultural values. Teaching was not “just another job” for any of the 
participants in this study. Whether they entered the profession by accident or by purpose, they 
felt a strong passion for their work and felt that their professional identity as educators 
complemented their personal justice-oriented values. 
Drawing Upon Personal Experiences to Inform Professional Practice  
All participants linked their own personal experiences with racism, marginalization, and 
oppression to their positionalities as educators. Depending on the severity of their experiences, 
the level to which they had self-reflected, named, and analyzed such experiences, and/or their 
own vocabulary and theoretical understanding of racial identity, participants were sensitive to 
such experiences amongst their students. Their experiences are corroborated in research on the 
positionalities of critical educators of color, such as Matias (2013) who engaged in a reflective 
counterstory to learn that she could empathize with her students of color deeply because her own 
experiences as a Black female mirrored their experiences, and Saldaña (2013) whose Mexican 
participants’ memories of racialized cultural violence at their school sites through their educators 
were central forces in their personal and professional (educator) identity formation. Similarly, 
participants traced their commitment to teaching utilizing a culturally relevant pedagogy because 
of their experiences feeling spotlit, tokenized, or humiliated by their teachers, or their childhood 
experiences as one of the only or one of very few South Asians in their schools, or because of 
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their own class status, sexuality, (dis)ability, or other identity markers. They empathized deeply 
with students who were of marginalized backgrounds in their schools, paying particular attention 
to their acculturation experiences in these predominantly White and privileged settings, and often 
reached out to them to let them know they were there as mentors and sources of support. They 
thus acted within their roles as classroom educators, specialists, and administrators to counter 
school practices that dismissed, essentialized, or problematized students of color.  
Some participants chose to counter hegemonic curriculum at the individual or classroom 
level. Arjun, for example, felt most comfortable in his role as a debate teacher and mentor, where 
he could work one-on-one with students to influence the way they conceptualized problems and 
constructed arguments. Similarly, Jaya, Jasmeet, Deepika, and Priya each felt, as classroom 
teachers, their influence was most effective with their students. In fact, three of them did not care 
to engage on an administrative level (e.g., in faculty meetings) to enact change, as they felt those 
meetings were ineffective in actualizing change at a meaningful level. Rather, they felt their 
impact was through engaging students through a meaningful curriculum, building relationships 
with students and their families, and bending and shifting school policies in their classrooms to 
better fit the needs of their students. Now, it may have been that their own experiences with 
colleagues and administrators underlay their discomfort in engaging at an institutional level. 
Perhaps these participants had taken cues from their workplace that signaled to them that it 
wasn’t emotionally or professionally safe to engage in a more vocal opposition to school values, 
or perhaps their critical consciousness development was not in a place on the continuum where 
they could take these risks with the micropolitical literacy it required. Through localized acts of 
resistance, these teachers still managed to create positive microclimates for their students.   
  176 
Other participants engaged at the school level to challenge policies and practices they felt 
were problematic for students of color and students with other marginalized identities. They sat 
on committees, volunteered to lead events, revised curriculum, mentored teachers, and 
performed other acts of leadership for the school through a social justice lens. These educators 
expressed passion for their work and experienced success and were influential in their positions, 
but this work came at a cost. They also experienced fatigue and wariness as they recognized the 
professional and social risks they took every time they spoke out. For example, Ayesha noticed 
acts of cultural appropriation in her school through “diversity day” type celebrations where a 
majority White student and educator body engaged as consumers of ethnic culture; wearing other 
ethnic groups’ clothing and eating a variety of multicultural foods, without paying attention to 
the effect this day had on some of her students. She spoke out against this practice and brought to 
light the damaging effect it had on students of color, relegating them as props for White 
consumerism. In doing so, she expressed how she experienced social isolation from her 
colleagues who saw her as a resource to turn to in matters as they related to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion, but not a peer with whom they would be willing to build a relationship. Dilip noted his 
administration’s frustration with him advocating “too hard” for certain students, and Rekha 
noticed how by “making something a problem that other people thought was not a problem” she 
was a rabble-rouser at her school. For the participants, this risk was part and parcel of the work 
as social justice educators and did not deter them from continuing to advocate for equity in their 
schools.  
The majority of participants shared they felt a sense of purpose and connection to their 
work when their students felt they had a safe space to be themselves and to be acknowledged 
positively for their identity. The fact that the majority of participants chose to center their justice 
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work around issues of racial identity and racial awareness is not surprising considering this area 
of interest is connected to participants’ own intergenerational and personal lived experiences as 
racial minorities. Their heightened awareness of systemic injustices allowed them to advocate for 
students, shape curriculum to be relevant and engaging, and build relationships with students 
assure students they belonged in their schools.  
Centering Relationships in their Practice 
Participants emphasized the relationships they built with students and their families as a 
key source of joy in their work. This was an important feature of their critical practice as 
transformative education relies on a relationship between teacher and student fostered by mutual 
trust, respect, and dialogue. Participants took great care in getting to know their students and 
build relationships with them that lasted beyond the year or two they spent with them in the 
classroom. Many of them, by function of being one of very few educators of color, made 
connections with students they did not teach but felt compelled to get to know because they 
wanted to be a resource for them in their predominantly White schools.  
By understanding themselves specifically as South Asian educators, the participants 
understood their profound value for other South Asian students. They knew how rare it was for a 
South Asian student to come across an educator who shared the same ethnic background as them 
but were sensitive to how they approached a mentorship opportunity with them. They did not 
always immediately seek out South Asian students but found subtle and direct ways to let them 
know they existed as support systems. 
However, it is worth noting that most of the participants did not teach South Asian 
American students. Despite not sharing racial and ethnic markers with their students, the South 
Asian American educators in this study were still able to reach students of color. This indicated 
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their ability to draw from their personal experiences and extrapolate to find commonalities across 
race, class, gender, language, and immigrant history. Furthermore, they noticed that in many 
cases, simply by virtue of not being White, they were able to earn some level of trust from their 
students and their families. Research on Asian American educators has suggested that sometimes 
they are met with suspicion by students of color who cannot place their allegiance (Choi, 2018; 
Chow, 2017). In this study, participants did not indicate that they had to work against forces to 
make connections with their students of color. Depending on the context and the child, 
participants were able to call upon their various identity markers to make authentic connections. 
Their experiences countered the assumption that South Asian Americans are disconnected from 
the experiences of people of color, particularly Black and Latinx communities. However, the 
depth and significance of these connections was not explored in this study. It may have been that 
participants assumed a deeper relationship with their non-South Asian students of color than 
actually existed. It may have also been that the connection they experienced with their students 
eventually hit a wall, especially with participants who could not identify at more intimate levels 
with their students of color, or participants who had not examined any potential internalized anti-
Blackness, patriarchy, classism, and other social oppressions. 
Contextualizing Participants’ Actions as Critically Consciousness  
South Asian American Educators 
A large body of educational research has affirmed that identity markers influence 
interactions and relationships with students, impacting the way educators make curricular 
choices, set academic expectations, respond to behavioral issues, and more (Berta-Ávila, 2003; 
Childs, 2019; Durden et al., 2014; Metz, 2018). Critically conscious educators of color tend to be 
more multiculturally aware than their White peers (Cherng & Halpin, 2016), and translate their 
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experiences to form connections with students across race and ethnicity. Because of their own 
personal experiences navigating racism, sexism, classism, or other forms of discrimination and 
oppression, these educators can serve as systems of support and mentorship provided they have 
critically examined their experiences and have worked through any trauma resulting from it 
(Cherng & Hapin, 2016; Lee, 2013). They often find themselves in solitary positions in their 
work environments, as they often tend to do this work in schools where the climate is hostile 
toward people of color (Kohli & Pizarro, 2016). Nonetheless, critical educators’ passion toward 
teaching and leading for social justice allows them to persevere and persist in their positions, 
perhaps because experiencing resistance to their acts of resistance is a familiar experience for 
them, but namely because they cared deeply about children and believed in their purpose as 
educators.  
In a study on critical Xicana/Xicano educators, Berta-Ávila’s (2003) participants noted 
that it was not simply enough to be a teacher of color without being able to critically examine 
structures and systems that impact the lives of people of color. In ignoring this reality, the 
teacher of color becomes “just [another] brown face in the classroom” (p. 75) who sends the 
message to students that the ways in which systems oppress them must be right, because the 
person who looks like them is saying this is so. The participants in my study drew from their 
experiences as South Asian American children and students to inform their practice as critically 
conscious educators. Being South Asian American uniquely positioned them to understand the 
experiences of students of color. They were both targets of oppression and possessors of 
privilege. By understanding how they slid on the spectrum between privilege and oppression, 
they mediated their roles as educators for social justice. Some experienced their South Asian 
American identity or their identity as a “racially ambiguous other” gave them access to White 
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educators and White vulnerability and felt it their responsibility to work on behalf of people of 
color for issues regarding racial justice in such spaces in which they were granted entry. Others 
found themselves able to earn the trust of students and families of color precisely because they 
tapped into their ethnic identity to find points of connection and empathy with their students’ 
experiences. They drew upon the various points of entry into their ethnic identity development, 
such as immigrant status, ethnic attachment, familial influence, spirituality, and other social 
identities (e.g., gender, sexuality, class) to influence their approach to curriculum, pedagogy, and 
relationships. 
Participants’ ethnic identity and their identity as social justice-oriented educators 
strengthened each other simultaneously. Neither identity was suppressed for the expression of 
the other. In fact, participants’ ethnic identity served as a reason as well as a resource for the 
services and expertise they offered their schools, and concurrently, their educative stance fell in 
alignment with their values and beliefs as South Asian Americans. For better or for worse, 
participants’ school environments reinforced their identity as South Asian American, either 
through experiences that further racialized them, or through opportunities to bring their authentic 
ethnic selves into practice. In their roles as critically conscious South Asian American educators, 
they consciously and subconsciously dismantled the model minority stereotype that rendered 
them as White-aligned and ignorant of social issues, and rather provided a counternarrative to 
this myth by modeling a social justice orientation. While not all participants demonstrated equal 
depth, complexity, or entrenchment in issues of social justice, their testimonies suggest that 
South Asian American educators who self-identify as critically conscious can be placed 
somewhere along the continuum of less-more social justice-oriented, and this serves as a starting 
point for a more nuanced discussion on what constitutes a social justice orientation, and how 
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educators who identify with this positionality can be further supported and challenged as they 
refine it throughout their career.  
It is critical to note that participants’ social justice orientation was being shaped from 
early in their childhood through their young adulthood. These participants were actively dodging 
the oppressive nature of the model minority myth from a young age. Osajima (2006) suggested 
that Asian Americans come into a social justice orientation at later points in their life, 
specifically college, through classes and experiences that introduce them to concepts of social 
justice. For the participants in this study, their social justice orientations were being shaped well 
before college. College may have given name and theory to specific experiences and 
phenomenon, but participants did not discuss their college experiences at large in this study. It 
may be that the participants were primed to activate the deep-seated values that were latent 
within their consciousness through college courses and professional development, but it is 
important to note that they were not introduced to concepts of social justice later in life. Kohli et 
al. (2019) noted a similar theme in their study of critically conscious female educators of color. 
These educators entered teaching having formed “deep, complex, and critical analyses of 
educational inequity” (p. 27) which they could trace back to family conversations and 
community values, as well as childhood experiences that shaped their understanding of race and 
power dynamics. These participants served as a counterexample to the assumption that most 
South Asian Americans do not grow up engaged with issues of social (in)justice or grow up 
cocooned in contexts of privilege.  
Significance 
This study demonstrated how to trace characteristics of and motivations for critical 
consciousness in educators. By examining South Asian Americans’ points of entry into their 
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ethnic identity consciousness, I was able to produce a parallel track into their critical 
consciousness development by noting the ways their ethnic attachment and racialized 
experiences influenced their social and political beliefs and practices. This provided valuable 
insight into what makes South Asian Americans prime for a social justice orientation, which was 
significant considering the model minority stereotype, which is still pervasive today, actively 
works to discourage dissent against oppressive hierarchies.  
This study was also significant because it highlighted the importance of South Asian 
Americans engaging in deep self-reflection to understand their sociopolitical positionality. Over 
the decades, sociologists and ethnographers have produced sometimes scathing, albeit accurate, 
critiques on South Asian Americans’ inability to recognize their unearned advantages due to 
structural inequities (Prashad, 2000, 2012) and also of the ways certain South Asian Americans 
end up on the margins of their own communities when they do call to light these privileges (Das 
Gupta, 2006; Sharma, 2010). This body of scholarship can benefit from additional insights into 
the increasing visibility of socially conscious South Asian Americans who are finding joy, 
passion, and purpose in fields that are vital to preserving democracy and liberating communities, 
such as education. The participants’ journeys in this study suggest that critically conscious South 
Asian Americans may not be as much of an anomaly as we have assumed them to be, or at the 
very least, that they can be cultivated with the proper support networks. 
Implications 
This study offered a few conclusions that could be of use to future practice and theory.  
First, not all South Asian Americans experience the suffocating effects of limiting 
stereotypes such as the model minority myth. The participants in this study were not at a severe 
disadvantage academic disadvantage, rendering them unable to choose other careers. In other 
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words, the oft-cited disparaging phrase, “those who cannot do, teach” was not applicable to these 
educators. Rather, they went into teaching with strong academic backgrounds, some in STEM, 
and more importantly, chose this career field because they were passionate about it. Because this 
study did not have a control or comparative group, it is not accurate to say that these participants 
had no differences compared to South Asian Americans who entered traditionally well-regarded 
fields such as engineering, medicine, or law. However, a few of the participants contextualized 
their experience entering teaching by sharing they had siblings who entered STEM fields, 
suggesting that there is variance of career choice within a South Asian American family. 
Ultimately, what is important to keep in mind is that while the model minority stereotype is a 
real phenomenon that plays itself out at various personal and institutional levels, it is a myth in 
the sense that it is not universally applicable to all South Asian Americans, and is in fact often 
outrightly rejected by them. Practitioners would be wise to keep this in mind so as not to 
pigeonhole South Asian American students into certain professions and limit their trajectories.  
Second, South Asian Americans do experience racialization in schools. Whether or not 
they are always aware of it and what compels some to internalize or reject the racialization 
experiences is a question to further research. However, what is important for practitioners and 
researchers to acknowledge is that there is evidence of teachers and peers engaging in 
microaggressions against South Asian Americans, and such microaggressions can have a lasting 
negative impact (Sue et al, 2009; Endo, 2015). The participants in this study were deeply 
motivated to teach and lead for social justice at least in part by due to the overt and covert forms 
of racism they experienced growing up. It is critical that teacher education programs, 
professional development opportunities, and workshops on culturally relevant pedagogy spend 
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time exploring South Asian American cultural norms, practices, and histories in order to better 
serve them and reduce the occurrences of microaggressions or more blatant forms of racism.  
Finally, South Asian American educators are posed to be critical allies and accomplices 
in the movement toward social justice in our schools. The participants in this study demonstrated 
a sophisticated understanding of personal, institutional, structural, pervasive, and systemic forms 
of injustice and worked within their roles as educators to address these injustices for their 
students. National data on educators by race report that only 1.5% of the teaching force is Asian 
American (NCES, 2012). This data does not disaggregate for South Asian American educators, 
but we can reasonably conclude that the number is less than one percent. The testimonies of the 
South Asian American educators in this study suggest they are educators who can work 
alongside Black and Latinx educators to provide points of meaningful connection and support to 
students of color and be models to White educators when it comes to examining their own 
privileges and blind spots as they teach predominantly Black and Brown students. Relatedly, 
Asian American students, specifically South Asian American students, would benefit from 
racially similar educators given the experience of isolation, misunderstanding, and stereotyping 
that the participants in this study reported as students. While it has been several decades since the 
participants were students, we know that schools are still sites for racializing experiences for 
students of color (Matias, 2013; Newton, 2003; Wing, 2007). Finally, the participants’ 
testimonies suggested that South Asian educators are yearning for a work environment in which 
they see more of them represented. Being a racial minority in a workplace can have a toxic effect 
on the psyche of individuals (Sue et al., 2009) and for both the reasons of increasing the number 
of justice-oriented educators in schools and providing South Asian Americans with healthy work 
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environments, it behooves us find ways to increase the recruitment of South Asian Americans 
into the educator workforce.  
Recommendations 
To address these implications, I suggest a few recommendations that may be 
implemented at the community level, institutional level, and academic level.  
First, within the South Asian community, there is tremendous scope for conversations 
around diversifying career options for South Asian youth. Increasing South Asian representation 
in the media and in politics is sending an encouraging message about the variety of career 
options, and specifically career options that are rooted in progressive, justice-oriented politics. 
South Asian educators can find ways to connect with local community organizations to shed 
light on teaching as a viable and rewarding profession. They can do this by attending local 
temples and masjids and speaking to youth about the connection between cultural values and 
education, speaking at Asian American cultural club or affinity group meetings in high schools, 
partnering with South Asian grassroots organizations to create a panel on unique professions, 
writing for publications that are spotlighting South Asian Americans in various fields, partnering 
with South Asian youth on other issues of social justice that are of interest to them (e.g., 
solidarity movements with #BlackLivesMatter) and introducing them to activism through 
teaching, or simply conversations about de-mystifying and de-stigmatizing teaching around the 
dining table. Additionally, South Asian American parents can create awareness of the rewarding 
nature of this profession by finding opportunities to speak to other South Asian American parents 
through similar avenues.  
At an institutional level, it is important for schools to do a curriculum audit and 
pedagogical assessment to examine how South Asians are represented. For example, South Asian 
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history can be scrubbed of cultural nuance and can sometimes reflect dominant Hindu norms 
(Medina, 2016). South Asian American partnership in the civil rights movement is hardly ever 
mentioned beyond the sympathies between Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Mahatma Gandhi. 
Conversations around current events, especially terrorism and tensions in the Middle East, if not 
handled with dexterity, can be rife with Islamophobic commentary. Additionally, schools ought 
to also look at the potential over-referral of South Asian American students to higher level math 
and science classes without the evidence to back up such referrals, and the possible 
underrepresentation of South Asian Americans in co-curricular activities such as sports, theater, 
or art programs. Finally, when educators are presented with opportunities for cultural 
competency training, examples and scenarios that pertain to South Asian American identity 
should be included to familiarize educators with the kind of issues that can affect South Asian 
Americans. Some examples include, but are not limited to, Islamophobic comments, 
mispronunciation of names, caricaturized accents, disparaging remarks against polytheism, 
assumptions about oppressive gender norms, racist remarks regarding skin tone, etc.  
Within academia, attention should be given to the experiences of South Asian American 
teachers and students. There were limited studies that I was able to cite in this dissertation that 
looked specifically at the experiences of South Asian American educators. Within studies on 
Asian American educators, South Asian Americans were often not included or were a minority 
in a larger pan-ethnic group. It is important for this work to be done alongside, not in 
contradiction to, the work that documents the experiences of other Asian American groups, as 
there are many similarities between the experiences of East Asians and South Asians. 
Nonetheless, South Asian Americans’ unique cultural and political positionality requires their 
experiences to be documented and explored in-depth utilizing CRT, feminist, and decolonized 
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frameworks. By amplifying South Asian American voices in academic research, we can further 
impact their growth in community contexts and address their needs at the institutional level. 
Reflections and Considerations for Future Research 
This research was a humble attempt to look at the experiences of South Asian American 
educators who teach and lead for social justice. It was my first attempt at a formal study, and so, 
not surprisingly, I have realized in hindsight that there were many questions I didn’t ask that 
could have impacted conclusions I drew. A non-exhaustive list is below, and can be utilized by 
others to continue research in this field:   
Specifically Seek Participants Who Can Trace Their Ancestry Back to Non-Indian South 
Asian Countries (e.g., Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka), and More Non-Hindu Participants  
This study’s limited participant pool yielded some diversity in terms of regional 
background, but it is critical to expand recruitment efforts to include historically 
underrepresented groups within the South Asian diaspora if we are to get a fuller picture of South 
Asian Americans’ appetite for teaching and leading for social justice, and also if we are to 
practice critical consciousness and social justice as researchers. Centering the voices of those in 
the margins must be the work within ethnic groups as much as it is between ethnic groups. 
Specifically Seek Participants Who Teach in Public and Charter Schools (As This Study Was 
Heavily Skewed toward Independent School Teachers’ Experiences)  
The motivations for teaching in independent schools while embracing a critical 
consciousness can make for an entire study on its own, as independent schools are predominantly 
White, elite spaces that uphold the status quo and insulate wealth and privilege. At the same 
time, future studies that look at South Asian American educators can specifically include more 
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teachers from public and charter schools (this study had four) to understand how they build 
relationships with more diverse populations of students.  
Explore Other Salient Identity Markers and Their Impact on Educating for Social Justice, 
Such as Gender and/or Sexuality 
An understanding of a social justice orientation is incomplete without examining the 
intersections of identities and social locations of individuals. Particularly with South Asian 
Americans, identity markers such as gender and sexuality may greatly influence their critical 
consciousness development. For example, exploring the pressures South Asian American males 
feel to enter high status, high-paying careers as gender norms expect them to breadwinners may 
reveal complex thoughts around negotiating gender identity as they chose teaching. While one 
point of entry into Asian American identity consciousness is “other social identities,” when I 
asked participants about their other social identities, complex answers were not revealed. There 
could be a few reasons for this. One, it may be that other social identities, such as one’s 
sexuality, are more intimate identities that require more trust before they can be addressed. 
Second, I specifically centered race as a primary identity, which means participants may not have 
been primed to think about their other social identities.  
Ask about College Experiences, and How Post-Secondary School Experiences May Have 
Impacted their Motivations to Lead and Teach for Social Justice 
Based on Osajima’s (2006) work on Asian American critical consciousness development 
that traces critical consciousness development in Asian Americans specifically to their 
experiences in college, exploring South Asian American educators’ experiences in college may 
provide more insight into the theories that grounded their experiences. As such, in this study, I 
did not ask about participants’ college experience, the degree the obtained, the social gatherings 
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or political activism they may have engaged in, or any pivotal classes they took in courses such 
as ethnic studies, human development, or education, that may have influenced their outlook 
toward teaching.  
Ask about Ways in which Participants Extend the Social Justice Work outside of the 
Classroom to See How They Embody this Practice in Their Day-to-Day Life 
In their study on critically conscious female educators of color, Kohli et al. (2019) argued 
that “for critical educators, critical consciousness cannot just be a part of their professional lives, 
but it must be a fundamental part of their ways of understanding and being in the world” (p. 25). 
To get a better sense of how authentic the critical consciousness is amongst South Asian 
American educators, it would be beneficial to ask them about their critical and activist 
engagement in other aspects of their personal lives, including with their South Asian American 
community.   
Ask about Role Models, Mentors, Influencers in Their Lives to Learn about Who Else, not 
What Else, Impacted Their Desire to Lead and Teach for Social Justice 
Authentic social justice work rests on building and sustaining relationships. Just as the 
participants in this study aimed to be role models who could influence their students’ trajectories 
into enacting social change, South Asian American educators may also have key role models in 
their lives. While it is not necessary that their mentors or influencers be South Asian, it is worth 
noting that we are in a time where there is increasing visibility of South Asian Americans in 
progressive leadership roles across disciplines and professions and there is great scope for South 
Asian Americans to build thriving networks comprised of social justice oriented individuals.  
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Ask about What Protective Factors Are in Participants’ Lives that Mitigate the Effects of 
Being Minorities in Their School Environments 
Despite the efforts of progressive and justice-oriented educators, schools are central sites 
of racialization (Lee et al., 2017). Critically conscious teachers of color in schools often face 
hostility, isolation, and burnout from working toward equity in their schools. One can explore 
what protective factors South Asian American educators have that allow them to continue 
working in this capacity.  
Ask about the Formal and Informal Spaces in which Participants May Have Learned about 
Issues of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion and Where They Learned Social Justice Vocabulary  
Critical consciousness development is lifelong work. While formal schooling may 
provide a launching pad into this ideology, the continuous self-reflection and learning is 
necessary to keep current with progress as it relates to issues of various identity markers. A dive 
into the various spaces, both formal (e.g., classes, workshops, conferences) and informal (e.g., 
neighborhoods, social gatherings, blogs, Twitter feeds), where educators learn about issues of 
social justice may provide insight into not just the communities that foster this growth, but how 
one can enter them. 
Parting Thoughts 
In Hinduism, the role of the guru (teacher) is elevated; a guru is revered and respected 
more than one’s parents, as they are the facilitator to finding Truth. To be a guru’s disciple is a 
cherished and sacred relationship. I have wondered how, then, in mainstream Indian (Hindu) 
rhetoric and practice, we have come to deviate so far from this reverence. While I have used an 
example from the dominant regional and religious South Asian group, the spirit of my point 
transcends religious lines. My hope is, as the South Asian American community continues to 
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send more South Asian Americans into our schools as educators, we find ourselves circling back 
to believing in teaching as a sacred and revered act. Additionally, my call to educational 
researchers is to actively include South Asian Americans in their discussions on students and 
teachers of color. It is imperative we are inclusive in our research practices if we are to claim a 
social justice orientation. South Asian American educators have tremendous potential to be 
accomplices in the work for achieving equity in our schools. Do acknowledge us, we are here. 
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EPILOGUE 
I have always loved being Indian. I don’t remember a time growing up, in young 
adulthood, or even now, in my mid-thirties, where I have felt ashamed to be so. I don’t 
remember ever feeling the need to qualify that I was American by hyphenating the moniker. It 
was certainly helpful to have grown up in a predominantly Asian ethnic suburb of Los Angeles, 
where I saw myself in my peers at school and in my neighborhood. I didn’t think that it was 
unusual to love being Indian until I was in college, which was the first time I was exposed to 
Whiteness in an astonishingly overwhelming manner––both in numbers and in culture. I took a 
few classes on South Asian history and found myself to be only one of a few South Asians in the 
classes. When I studied abroad in India, I was again one of three South Asians in a cohort of 20 
students. The rest of them were White, and the teachers in the program where White. It was 
during this study abroad trip that I remember feeling that I was being dismissed for studying 
abroad in my home country by the White educators in the program. Their attention and 
admiration toward the White students who spent the first 30 minutes of every class debriefing 
their “wild,” “crazy,” days and the supposedly incredible effort they were putting in to 
acclimating to an environment so foreign to them, they ways they were stretching to understand a 
culture of which they were not part, something about their experience felt more “legitimate” than 
mine. The feeling was that as if being Indian, I was choosing something familiar over something 
uncomfortable. During my nine months studying abroad in India, no one in that program 
recognized that this experience was a way for me to further deepen my understanding of and 
connection with something innate and undeniable to me, that rather than exploring this country 
through the eyes of the other, I was connecting to it through the eyes of a familiar, as if a lost 
child found her mother. I am not sure who, if anyone, recognized that the program was designed 
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to perpetuate the exotification of India and the supposed purity and civil behaviors of White 
people. Rather, in a predictable twist of events, which I can now name as an effect of colonized 
thought patterns, I felt like an imposter, like an outsider.  
This feeling hasn’t completely left me. As I move into circles that fit with my ideals, 
worldview, and passions, I still occasionally feel like an outsider. I don’t know what else to bring 
to these circles besides my own positionality, which is, amongst other things, unabashedly 
Indian. In the past, whenever I chose to highlight the South Asian viewpoint, be it in a faculty 
meeting, in a writing assignment, or in a group discussion for a class, it felt like I was forcing the 
South Asian dialogue into a place where it ought not to take up space. I have come across too 
many South Asian peers who have completely rejected their South Asian identity and behave as 
if talking about their South Asian identity makes them lesser-than. These are peers who have 
really brought into the fantasy of being White. Then, there are peers who celebrate their South 
Asian identity, but without any critical examination of the deeper issues that affect us and 
connect us with the world at large. I like to refer to these as my “Bollywood and Bhangra” 
friends. Finally, there are peers I have come across who feel that talking about their South Asian 
identity, especially in a celebratory way, furthers them from the needs and issues of Black and 
Latinx communities. These are peers whom I feel have a deep commitment toward being allies 
with oppressed communities for social justice, but without having examined themselves 
thoroughly, which I think is necessary to do the work. In these circles, it seems that the South 
Asian experience is not legitimately marginalized enough to claim a space in critical discussions 
about race, inequity, and social justice, so we’d be better off not drawing attention to it. It feels 
more credible to critically examine South Asians’ problematic behaviors and explore this group’s 
deficits, and call us out for not aligning ourselves with the needs and issues of people of color in 
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a pronounced and unequivocal way at the expense of centering our experiences, our struggles, or 
even exploring the reasons why we would want to celebrate us. It feels that in order to love 
others, we must practice hating ourselves. Even when I started my career as a teacher, I felt like 
there was no space for me to examine my racial and ethnic position, much less find a way to 
allow others to engage with it. The feeling of being an “ambiguous other” that so many other 
Asian Americans experience in various spaces was very real to me, too.  
I should be clear––in no way am I saying that the experiences of South Asian Americans 
deserve the same attention with the same sense of urgency as do the experiences of Black, 
Latinx, and Indigenous communities in this country. Rather, I feel I cannot do the work that I 
feel the calling to do without practicing critical love toward myself and my people. The “critical” 
part of critical love is the examination of issues that I feel no other community has the 
responsibility to do but my own (issues that include, but are not limited to, anti-Blackness, 
colorism, elite neoliberal ideology, self-serving capitalistic behavior, closed-minded attitudes 
toward women, people who identify as LGBTQ+, etc.). The “love” part of critical love refers to 
the compassionate and caring way with which I approach this critique, a way in which I also 
make room for all that is wonderful and beautiful about my people.  
During the interview phase of this dissertation, I felt this love envelope me. I listened to 
participants who, much like me, cared for their South Asian identity in gentle yet fierce ways. 
When I asked them the question, “What do you love about being South Asian,” so many of them 
were taken aback, as if they had just stumbled into a new realm. “I’ve never really asked myself 
that question,” was often the first response. After they realized they were being given permission 
to think of their identity with love, the responses were beautiful. It was the sometimes calm 
confidence, and sometimes emotionally painful recollection, by which they spoke of their faith, 
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of their parents, of their love for their ancestral country, of their language, their food, their 
customs, their values, that assured me that I was not alone in this positionality. And it became 
clear to me that there was a link between their love for themselves and their love for others. My 
participants’ love for their own identity didn’t position them as oppressors; it wasn’t a love that 
they wielded to consider themselves superior. Rather, it was a love that was healing, a love that 
brought their view toward education and equity and their view toward their responsibility to 
work alongside others for justice in full circle with their view toward themselves. 
When I began this dissertation, I was advised by some to consider a topic that was more 
“universally appealing.” As a dean of students who has had many years practicing restorative 
justice with youth, perhaps it would be more academically valuable to contribute to the literature 
another view on restorative practices as they relate to student behavior and school policy. It felt 
yet again that I ought to reconsider studying myself and my people, as if our experiences just 
aren’t important enough to take space in academia. As if this study would be inherently selfish 
and self-indulging. I am glad I didn’t listen. And am grateful I had a Chair who supported me 
through this process. This study has been the most healing gift I have given myself.  
Folks joke that you’ll be lucky if even two people read your dissertation. If you’ve read 
this and have come this far, and if you sought this study because you, too, wanted to feel assured 
that your experience and your identity deserves a place in academia, I thank you, celebrate you, 
and encourage you to carry this work forward. Doing so will feed your soul.  
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APPENDIX A 
RECRUITMENT LANGUAGE 
 “Hi [FILL IN BLANK WITH GROUP NAME]! I am an educator at an independent school in 
Los Angeles and am also in a doctoral program studying the model minority myth and its impact 
on South Asian American educators. If you are a South Asian American educator or 
administrator at a K–12 school, I am interested in interviewing you to learn more about 
experiences that led you to teach and lead for social justice.  
Please message me or email me at rkhandel@lion.lmu.edu if you identify as South Asian 
American and work in K–12 schools and would be interested in participating. Interviews will be 
conducted via phone or video conferencing. I am looking for educators across gender, age, 
experience, geographical location, and South Asian subethnicity!”  
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APPENDIX B 
IRB FORMS 
LOYOLA MARYMOUNT UNIVERSITY 
Experimental Subjects Bill of Rights 
Pursuant to California Health and Safety Code §24172, I understand that I have the following 
rights as a participant in a research study:  
1. I will be informed of the nature and purpose of the experiment.  
2. I will be given an explanation of the procedures to be followed in the medical 
experiment, and any drug or device to be utilized.  
3. I will be given a description of any attendant discomforts and risks to be reasonably 
expected from the study.  
4. I will be given an explanation of any benefits to be expected from the study, if applicable.  
5. I will be given a disclosure of any appropriate alternative procedures, drugs or devices 
that might be advantageous and their relative risks and benefits.  
6. I will be informed of the avenues of medical treatment, if any, available after the study is 
completed if complications should arise.  
7. I will be given an opportunity to ask any questions concerning the study or the 
procedures involved.  
8. I will be instructed that consent to participate in the research study may be withdrawn at 
any time and that I may discontinue participation in the study without prejudice to me.  
9. I will be given a copy of the signed and dated written consent form.  
10. I will be given the opportunity to decide to consent or not to consent to the study without 
the intervention of any element of force, fraud, deceit, duress, coercion, or undue 
influence on my decision.  
Office for Research Compliance Page 1 of 1 8/25/2019 
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Loyola Marymount University 
Informed Consent Form  
 
 
TITLE: The Impact of the Model Minority Myth on South Asian American  
 Educators  
 
INVESTIGATOR: Radhika Khandelwal, Graduate School of Education, Loyola  
  Marymount University, 562-650-7617  
 
ADVISOR: Dr. Elizabeth Reilly, Graduate School of Education, Loyola Marymount 
University  
 
PURPOSE: You are being asked to participate in a research project that seeks to 
investigate the impact of the model minority stereotype on South Asian 
American educators. You will be asked to participate in an interview with 
the researcher and answer questions about yourself as they relate to identity 
stereotypes and education. Your interview will be audiorecorded and/or 
videorecorded based on your preference. The interview is designed to last 
two hours. If necessary, the researcher may schedule two interviews to 
complete the questions.  
 
RISKS: Risks associated with this study include: mild discomfort associated with 
recalling potentially painful incidents/experiences of the past as they likely 
relate to race, racism, other identity markers, or general prejudice, as the 
study will ask questions about identity formation and early experiences with 
recognizing/becoming aware of one’s ethnic/racial identity. Participants 
may also feel nervous that their answers they may be disclosing information 
that could reveal unfavorable truths about their current or previous places of 
employment, current or previous colleagues, administrators, parents, or 
peers. 
 
 Please be assured that pseudonyms will be used for  
all names and locations in cases where specific quotes or summaries of 
participant responses are used. The researcher will also be attune to 
participants’ verbal and nonverbal behavior, and clue in on common 
indicators of discomfort, such as hesitation or shakiness in a voice, 
blushing, becoming teary-eyed, choking up, etc. The researcher will check-
in with participants after difficult questions and ask them questions such as, 
“Would you like to take a break? Are you doing okay? Do you need a 
minute? We can pause now and come back to that question later, or skip it.” 
 
BENEFITS: Participants may feel relieved, liberated, and authentically heard in the 
process of the interview, especially if participants have never before been 
asked about the experiences and reasons why they chose to enter the 
education field by a researcher for a professional/academic reason. They 
may find moments of clarity and personal epiphanies as they verbalize 
important experiences for the researcher and participant will engage in the 
process of meaning-making together.   
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  Other South Asian American educators may find the results of this study 
validating to their experiences and may feel deep pride for choosing 
education and knowing that they are valued in academic research as an 
ethnic group. This study will add to the minimal research that currently 
exists on South Asian Americans in education. 
 
INCENTIVES: You will receive no gifts/incentives for this study. Participation in the 
project will require no monetary cost to you. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: The researcher will collect participants’ names and other basic demographic 
identifiers (their place of employment, gender, age, and South Asian 
subethnicity). However, all information will be recoded with pseudonyms to 
protect participants’ identities. Your name will never be used in any public 
dissemination of these data (publications, presentations, etc.). All research 
materials and consent forms will be stored in a secure file cabinet in the 
reseacher’s place of residence, and in a secure, password protected online 
transcription account. Only the researcher will have access to the data. 
When the research study ends, any identifying information will be removed 
from the data. All of the information you provide will be kept confidential.  
 
 
RIGHT TO WITHDRAW: Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may withdraw your 
consent to participate at any time without penalty. Your withdrawal will not 
influence any other services to which you may be otherwise entitled, your 
class standing or relationship with Loyola Marymount University. 
 
 
SUMMARY OF RESULTS: A summary of the results of this research will be supplied to you, at no cost, 
upon request. Please message Radhika Khandelwal at 
rkhandel@lion.lmu.edu for a copy of the summary of results, which will be 
available likely midyear 2020. 
 
VOLUNTARY CONSENT: I have read the above statements and understand what is being asked of me. 
I also understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw my consent at any time, for any reason, without penalty. If the 
study design or use of the information is changed I will be informed and my 
consent reobtained. On these terms, I certify that I am willing to participate 
in this research project. 
 
I understand that if I have any further questions, comments or concerns about the study or the 
informed consent process, I may contact Dr. David Moffet, Chair, Institutional Review Board,  
Loyola Marymount University, 1 LMU Drive, Los Angeles, CA  90045-2659 or by email at  
David.Moffet@lmu.edu. 
 
 
    
Participant's Signature      Date 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
South Asian American Educators: Identity Journeys 
 
Questions should be asked in order, but the researcher will keep the interview semi-structured to 
allow for a more free-flowing conversation. The interview will take approximately 2 hours to 
complete, and the participant will be provided with a second interview option if their time is 
limited to just one hour.  
 
The questions are grouped in themes according to Accapadi’s Point of Entry Model for Asian 
American Identity Consciousness (2012). The interview is designed to probe the participants’ 
meaning-making of their identity by exploring the different points of entry to their identity.  
 
Briefly, the points of entry are:  
- Ethnic Attachment: attachment to ethnic markers such as language, customs, religion, 
cultural norms and practices because “Asian American” is as much an ethnic identity as 
it is a racial one 
- Familial Influence: Family social positioning and social influence plays a major role in 
influencing identity development for Asian Americans  
- Immigration History: Asian Americans are often seen as either the “perpetual 
foreigner” or the “honorary white” regardless of their immigration history/generational 
positioning 
- External Influences and Perceptions: environmental, temporal, and contextual 
influences on identity such as experiences of racism and general treatment by others 
(White, other people of color, etc.) that influence Asian Americans’ identity 
- Other Social Identities: The intersection of other identity markers; knowing that other 
identity markers may be more salient for Asian Americans and/or may be the focus point 
of their work (e.g., class, gender, sexuality, etc.).  
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- Self as Other: Asian American individuals’ experiences when they understood or 
recognized that they were other; different compared to the dominant majority (White 
population)   
 
BACKGROUND DATA 
 
1. Please state your name, the school in which you work, the type of school it is, its 
location, and your role.  
2. How long have you been in the education field teaching/administrating?  
3.  Were you teaching somewhere else before you began teaching here? Where, and why 
did you leave?  
 
THEME 1: ETHNIC ATTACHMENT  
 
4. How do you identify in terms of your race/ethnicity?  
a. If participant is stuck, probe by suggesting: Asian American, South Asian, Indian, 
Indian American, etc. 
5. What do you love about being South Asian American? 
6. What do you dislike about being South Asian American?  
7. Do you encounter other South Asian Americans in your school––students or parents? 
a. If so, what is your relationship with them like?  
b. If not, how does that feel? What thoughts do you have about that?  
THEME 3: IMMIGRATION HISTORY 
 
8. Do you identify as an immigrant, first gen, second gen, etc.?  
a. If immigrant: what are you memories of immigrating to this country? 
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9. How do you, if at all, connect to your ancestral country(ies)? (e.g., travel, customs, 
traditions, language, food, family abroad, etc.).  
 
THEME 2: FAMILIAL INFLUENCE 
 
10. Share some key values and beliefs that your family has passed down to you that have 
really stuck with you.  
11. Tell me about the time when you were contemplating teaching, and how you approached 
that conversation with your family.  
a. What were your family members’ responses? How did that make you feel?  
b. How did you respond?  
c. How have they interacted with you since?  
12. Are there others in your family or your family’s friend circle who are in education? Can 
you speak a little to what that is like for you?  
THEME 4: EXTERNAL INFLUENCES AND PERCEPTIONS and THEME 6: SELF AS 
OTHER 
 
13. Share a story about a time when you were pegged as an “other” (in other words, a story 
about a time when you perceived to be treated differently because of your identity) 
a. What was that experience like?  
b. What changed for your after that experience?  
14. How has your South Asian American identity been a factor in your collegial relationships 
at work with other educators and administrators?  
 
THEME 5: OTHER SOCIAL IDENTITIES 
 
15. How would you describe yourself as a student back in your elementary, middle, high 
school and/or college days?  
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a. How would teachers describe you? Peers? Your family?  
b. What kind of environment(s) was your school? (geography/location, 
public/private, etc.).  
c. What was the Asian American/South Asian population like––were you one of a 
few, one of many? How did that affect you?  
16. How did you come to decide you wanted to be a teacher?  
a. Follow up: Specifically, what led you to teach [subject/grade]? Why this? 
17. What other identity markers, besides your race/ethnicity, do you believe have greatly 
influenced your outlook and approach to your life and to your work?  
18. Do you find yourself in the capacity to mentor or connect with students of marginalized 
identities?  
a. What are those relationships like?  
b. What do you find rewarding about that? 
c. How did you find yourself in that role?  
d. Are any of those students South Asian? Is that role/relationship different than that 
with other students? 
19. Do you find yourself in spaces where you are advocating for issues around equity, justice, 
inclusion, etc. in terms of race or other identity markers for your students or anything 
else?  
a. What is rewarding about this work?  
b. What is difficult? 
c. How do others perceive you in this work?  
d. Why are you drawn to this work? 
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